




































































































































































































































The Sang of Songs 

“Marcia Falk, through her courage, scholarship, and 
artistry, has given us a gift beyond price: the Song of 
Songs in its naked beauty.” 

—CAROLYN KIZER, author of Tin: New Poems, 
winner of the Pulitzer Prize in 1985 

Marcia Falk's stunning new translation of the ancient 
Song of Songs deepens our appreciation and under¬ 
standing of one of the world’s most celebrated collec¬ 
tions of poetry—the only book of love poems in the 
Bible. 

Combining the skills of a scholar with the gifts of a 
poet, Falk conveys the texture and richness of the origi¬ 
nal Hebrew to a modern audience. Her accompanying 
literary study perceptively illuminates the Song’s major 
themes and motifs. 

Explicitly about human love, the Song of Songs has 
long been the subject of speculation, interpretation, 
and controversy. Falk’s translation and discussion shed 
new light on both the structure and content of this 
classic book. Dividing it into thirty-one poems, she 
gives each poem its own voice in English. Her discus¬ 
sions open up the meaning of the poetry for general 
readers and Bible scholars alike. 

Revealing her creative process, Falk shows how she 
arrived at her interpretations and translations. She per¬ 
suasively argues for viewing the Song as a collection of 
lyrics, demonstrating that over half the Song’s poems 
are love monologues or dialogues. She shows how all 
the poems—striking in their appeal to the senses—are 
remarkable for their lack of sexual stereotyping and 
their expression of mutuality in relationships between 
women and men. 


(continued on back flap) 
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Widely praised by poets and scholars alike, Falk’s 
rendition of the Song of Songs is destined to become a 
classic in its own right. This elegant bilingual edition, 
beautifully designed and illustrated with wood engrav¬ 
ings by Barry Moser, will delight anyone who loves 
poetry or treasures the Bible. 



MARCIA FALK is a widely published poet and trans¬ 
lator of Hebrew and Yiddish poetry. She has taught 
Hebrew Bible as a Visiting Associate Professor of Relig¬ 
ious Studies at Stanford University, and is an Affiliated 
Scholar at Stanford’s Institute for Research on Women 
and Gender and at the Beatrice M. Bain Research 
Group of the University of California at Berkeley. She 
authored the entry on the Song of Songs for Harper’s 
Bible Commentary and is currently writing The Book of 
Blessings: A Feminist-Jewish Reconstruction of Prayer. 


Jacket design by Brad Greene 
Illustration by Barry Moser 
Author photograph by Gene Anthony 







POETRY / LITERARY CRITICISM 



“I thought until now that the Song of Songs could not be translated better than the King 
James Version. Marcia Falk really managed to do an exceptional poetic job. She has great 
power in her language” 

—ISAAC BASHEVIS SINGER 

“Marcia Falk’s translation of the Song of Songs is a beautiful and sensual poem in its own 
right. . . . The strongly positive sense of ‘blackness’ the full expression of female 
eroticism, speak to our time with particular sympathy. Above all this new version 
reminds us why the images and spirit of the Song have endured.” 

—ADRIENNE RICH 

“Marcia Falk’s rendering is an insightful and inspired re-creation, lightyears above the 
usual new translation of Bible literature. . . . Her direct access, as a Hebraist, to the 
original, and intuitive access, as a distinguished poet, to the precision and nuance and 
immediacy of word, phrase, and echo, make her the ideal translator for contemporary 
ears. . . . Falk’s Song of Songs has a lasting life ahead of it in lovers’ laps, whether those 
lovers are lovers of the literature of the Bible, or lovers of the clear sound of an American 
poet in intimate embrace with a tradition, or simply lovers.” 

—CYNTHIA OZICK 


“A very affecting and successful set of lyrics whose effect on me more than once was to 
uncover new possibilities in the original Hebrew. . . . Marcia Falk’s combination of 
unslavish fidelity to the received Hebrew, poetic understanding, and deftness at translat¬ 
ing is, to my knowledge, unique. Ms. Falk has done a great thing for the Song.” 

—MOSHE GREENBERG, Professor of Bible, Hebrew University of Jerusalem 

“Marcia Falk’s translation is unique for its combination of solid Hebraic scholarship and 
pure poetic idiom.... There is no other translation of the Song of Songs that I know that 
can produce in an English-speaking audience the same sorts of experiences that an 
audience familiar with the Hebrew original would feel.” 

—EDWARD L. GREENSTEIN, Professor of Bible, Jewish Theological Seminary of America 

“This book is a festivity, a holiday in itself?’ 

—E. M. BRONER, author of Her Mothers 
and A Weave of Women 
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Author’s Note: 

History and Acknowledgments 


The journey of translation always begins with the 
text. Yet sometimes there is an earlier journey—the story of 
how the translator came to the text. This book had its origin 
in the early 1970s, when I was a doctoral student in English 
and comparative literature at Stanford and found myself dis¬ 
satisfied with the limits of the traditional academic curricu¬ 
lum. My growing need at that time, as a woman and a Jew, 
for sources more direcdy connected to my own origins led 
me in search of Hebrew literature that included the authen¬ 
tic voices of women. Although I had studied the Hebrew Bi¬ 
ble from childhood on, I wasn’t sure it had what I was now 
looking for. But then a memory rose up of a part of the Bible 
that had engaged me the first time I heard it chanted, in my 
adolescence. I didn’t know much about it; yet, especially as 
a poet, I felt somehow called to it—if for no other reason 
than its haunting musicality. As I began to study, I soon saw 
what a remarkable book this was, one in which the voices of 
women and men were heard celebrating eros, sensuality, and 
the pleasures of nature. I was first enchanted, then soon en¬ 
grossed in this small, unique Hebrew text: the Song of 
Songs. 

Coincidentally, at the time I began my study of the Song 
I was enrolled in a poets’ workshop on verse translation. One 
night the workshop members met for a party, and as I talked 
about my new discovery I quickly realized that my classmates 
were unfamiliar with the text I was speaking of. Indeed, the 
Song of Songs that they knew from the standard English ver¬ 
sions of the Bible was quite different from the one that had 
me in its thrall. That night someone suggested that I try my 
hand at my own translation. I went home and began. 

By the mid-seventies, my renditions of individual poems 
from the Song of Songs were circulating in literary maga- 
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Author’s Note zines, and in 1977 the full collection first appeared in print. 

In 1982 a scholarly edition containing the translation and an 
initial version of the translator’s study was published in 
Great Britain. The edition that you now hold in your hands 
offers to both general readers and scholars the complete 
translation and an updated version of the study, along with, 
for the first time, the vocalized Hebrew text of the Masoretic 
(standard) Hebrew Bible, presented as I have reconstructed 
it in a sequence of lyric poems. Readers who want to use my 
reconstruction of the Hebrew text orally will, I hope, find 
here an easily readable form. 

While my overall view of the Song of Songs as a lyric an¬ 
thology has not changed since I first formulated my ideas 
about it, new readings of specific passages have occurred to 
me over the past decade and are incorporated in this edition. 
Some of these reflea consideration of recent scholarship, 
specifically literary study of the Bible; in addition, the work 
of feminist scholars, both within and beyond the area of Bi¬ 
ble study, has stimulated my thinking. Much has changed in 
the study of literature since the early 1970s, when my modest 
proposal of a literary critique of the Bible that included fem¬ 
inist insights was received by some as shocking. (I recall one 
professor who cautioned me, early on, to separate myself as 
a feminist from myself as a translator. I replied that I was 
grateful not to have to do any such violence to myself, since 
the Song of Songs was not the sexist text that he apparendy 
took it to be.) I am gratified to find that my instincts of two 
decades ago, in regard to the selection and interpretation of 
this book, have led me in directions that still feel right, and 
fruitful, today. And it is a relief to find that paths I once em¬ 
barked on more or less alone are now more commonly and 
comfortably traveled. 

When I first began my research on the Song of Songs in 
1971, literary analysis of the Bible was relatively untilled ter¬ 
rain; I had to combine the resources of two university de¬ 
partments, English and Religious Studies, to evolve my 
approach to interpretation and translation. Many people, in¬ 
cluding Bible scholars, literary critics, and poets, supported 
my efforts during that period, and to all of them I remain 
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grateful. To one, however, I must reiterate my appreciation: 
Edwin Good, of the Stanford Religious Studies Depart¬ 
ment, was the first Bible scholar with whom I studied the 
Song of Songs and the person who inspired my path as I 
sought ways to combine Bible scholarship with literary 
criticism. 

A number of Israeli experts also offered crucial assistance 
while I was conducting my research. I thank Nogah Hareu- 
veni and his staff at Neot Kedumim (the Gardens of Israel) 
for their help in identifying flora and fauna in the Hebrew 
text. I am grateful to Chaim Rabin, of the Hebrew Language 
Department at the Hebrew University, for answering my 
queries about obscure words in the original text, and to 
Moshe Greenberg, of the Bible Department at the Hebrew 
University, for debating with me my interpretations of the 
Hebrew text and for encouraging me to persevere at my 
renditions. 

For various kinds of editorial, bibliographic, and tech¬ 
nical assistance at later stages of the book, I am indebted 
to Lillian Steinfeld, Anne Geissman Canright, Carleen 
Carman, David Langenberg, Hillel Furstenberg, Ari 
Davidow, and Jack Love. For keeping my telephones work¬ 
ing, thank you, Sam. To Kandace Hawkinson goes my ap¬ 
preciation for facilitating the publication of the book with 
competence and grace. 

I wish also to acknowledge the Stanford English De¬ 
partment, which provided support and fellowship assistance 
for several years; the Fulbright-Hays Foundation, which 
gave me a grant in Bible and Hebrew literature in 1973—74; 
and the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, which awarded me 
a postdoctoral fellowship in Hebrew language and literature 
to continue my research in 1978-79. 

I have been sustained in a different way by the support 
of several communities—especially the Jewish renewal and 
havurab movements—which have kept my version of the 
Song of Songs alive for years, beginning before it was for¬ 
mally published and including long periods when it was hard 
to find or out of print. I was encouraged by hearing my trans¬ 
lation read dramatically on radio and stage, set to music and 
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Author’s Note 


sung, recited at wedding ceremonies, and chanted on the 
Sabbath of Passover. To all those who embraced my work 
and made it part of a new oral tradition, I am enormously 
grateful: you nourished the poet’s soul, perhaps more than 
you know. 

Finally, warmest appreciation goes to Steve Rood, my 
best and most faithful reader, for his tireless review of draft 
upon draft of this work. To my first teachers—Abraham 
Abbey Falk, of blessed memory, and Frieda Goldberg Falk— 
goes my immeasurable gratitude for pointing the way. 

Berkeley , California 
1990 



Preface 


One of the most celebrated collections of ancient 
love poetry, the Song of Songs—also known in English as 
the Song of Solomon, and referred to, by scholars, simply as 
the Song—is the only book of love poetry in the Bible and 
as such has been the subject of much speculation and con¬ 
troversy. For centuries, both Jewish and Christian traditions 
viewed the Song as spiritual allegory, thus justifying its place 
in the biblical canon; but this mode of interpretation, mov¬ 
ing and imaginative as it may be, does not explain the text’s 
primary level of meaning. Another centuries-old interpre¬ 
tation presents the Song as a drama with fixed characters, 
such as King Solomon and a country bride or King Solomon 
and two country lovers. But it is difficult to find evidence of 
dramatic structure in the Song; acts, scenarios, and charac¬ 
ters are not indicated, and there is hardlv a trace of coherent 
plot. Rather, the Song has a variety of contexts that shift fre¬ 
quently in no apparent dramatic sequence and within which 
many different kinds of voices speak. There is no reason to 
assume only a few fixed speakers in the Song, and even less 
justification for viewing Solomon as a central character. Al¬ 
though Solomon’s name is mentioned in the Hebrew title, 
this title was bestowed not by the Song’s original author or 
authors but by later compilers, who were likely also respon¬ 
sible for giving the text its semblance of structural unity. In 
its earliest stages, the Song was probably not a unified work 
at all, but several lyric poems, each having its own integrity. 

About the Song’s authorship and origins very little is 
known. Tradition ascribes the work to King Solomon, but 
this view is discounted by modern scholars, who generally 
agree that the Song’s authorship cannot be specified. Indeed, 
there is no consensus even about the date of composition, 
with proposals ranging from 950 to 200 b.c.e.; some hold 
that the Song was composed by several authors over an ex- 
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Preface tended period of time and compiled between 500 and 200 
B.C.E. 

In the past two centuries, scholars have hypothesized 
about the original context and function of the Song, pro¬ 
posing, for example, that it was a cycle of wedding songs or 
the liturgy of an ancient fertility cult. These theories, how¬ 
ever, are not only unprovable but unconvincing, because 
they attempt to force the varied material in the text into sin¬ 
gle, confining molds. It is finally simpler and more illumi¬ 
nating to view the Song as a variegated collection of different 
types of lyric love poems that did not all necessarily derive 
from a single author or serve the same function in their orig¬ 
inal society. The stylistic similarities and repetitions among 
the poems are best explained as literary conventions of an¬ 
cient Hebrew verse, particularly if one accepts the view that 
the Song was, in its earliest stages, popular oral literature. I 
believe it likely that the Song was orally composed and trans¬ 
mitted over an extended period before being transcribed, 
compiled, and finally canonized. 

The reconstruction of the Hebrew text presented in this 
volume is based on this view of the Song; the particular di¬ 
vision into thirty-one poems is my own, the result of literary 
analysis. Although many scholars today view the Song as a 
collection, the particular decisions concerning where one 
poem ends and the next begins are not obvious, and no two 
analyses are exacdy alike. The Masoretic text (the standard¬ 
ized Hebrew text, edited by early medieval scholars known 
as Masoretes), as we have it in the Leningrad MS. (one of the 
oldest complete manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible, heavily re¬ 
lied on in contemporary scholarship), is divided into por¬ 
tions for synagogue reading, which may have been 
considered poetic units. But these divisions can hardly be re¬ 
garded as definitive delineations of the original, orally trans¬ 
mitted poems. Any reconstruction is therefore a postulation 
of the boundaries of the original poems. Using the text of 
the Leningrad MS., with no alteration of sequence, I divided 
the Song into poems as I perceived them, basing my deci¬ 
sions on such considerations as changes in speakers, audi¬ 
ences, settings, tones of voice, moods, and arguments. I 
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made no emendations or changes to the words or cantilla- Preface 
tion marks of the text itself. I then translated the Hebrew 
poems individually, giving each its own form in English. 

Thus the English poems are divided into stanzas and lines 
according to the demands of English poetic craft, and these 
prosodic divisions do not necessarily correspond to those in 
the Hebrew. I translated the entire Song of Songs with the 
exception of chapter 6, verse 12—a line that has plagued com¬ 
mentators for centuries and for which I could arrive at no 
satisfactorv interpretation. Following this preface is a key in¬ 
dicating the biblical chapters and verses to which each poem 
corresponds. 

The typefaces used in the printing of the English poems 
require some explanation. Three different kinds of voices 
speak in the Song: singular female, singular male, and a 
group of speakers. In the original, these are usually distin¬ 
guishable because in Hebrew, various parts of speech, in¬ 
cluding the pronoun “you,” have gender and number. So, for 
example, if a speaker says “I love you” in Hebrew, we know 
whether a man or a woman is being addressed; by assuming 
a heterosexual relationship (a valid assumption for the 
Song), we can also deduce the gender of the speaker. With¬ 
out such grammatical clues, it would often be difficult to 
know who is speaking in the Song, particularly because the 
voices do not conform to masculine and feminine stereo¬ 
types. Because English does not convey gender grammati¬ 
cally as Hebrew does, the English poems are printed in three 
typefaces. Throughout the translation, passages spoken by a 
female voice are in roman (as in poem 1), passages spoken by 
a male voice are in italic (as in poem 4), and passages spoken 
by an unidentifiable voice or by a group of voices are in 
small capitals (as in poem 11). 

Because many of the poems are dialogues and a few are 
spoken by three different voices, different typefaces appear 
within individual poems. In any given poem, each typeface 
represents a consistent speaker; however, the typefaces do 
not necessarily imply consistent speakers from poem to 
poem. Thus, for example, the female speaker of the first 
stanza of poem 7 is the same as the speaker of that poem’s 
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Preface third stanza, but not necessarily the same as the female 
speaker of poem 8. 

But why this new translation of the Song, a book that 
has been translated, interpreted, arranged, and—to use 
Franz Rosenzweig’s image—“convulsed” many times? By 
far the most acclaimed English version is that found in the 
King James Bible, which, although it treats the Song no dif¬ 
ferently from biblical prose, achieves a level of grace and el¬ 
oquence that earns it a unique place among English classics. 
Still, from the perspective of scholarship, the King James 
Version is long outdated. Our understanding of the Hebrew 
text has changed considerably since the time of King James, 
and one of the offshoots of modern research has been a series 
of new Bible translations. Some of the new English Bibles 
that have been completed in the last few decades are the Re¬ 
vised Standard Version (1952), The Jerusalem Bible (1966), The 
New American Bible (1970), The New English Bible (1970), the 
New American Standard Bible (1971), the Good News Bible: To¬ 
day 3 s English Version (1976), the New International Version 
(1978), the New King James Version (1982), The New Jeru¬ 
salem Bible (1985), Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures (new Jewish 
Publication Society translation, 1985), The Revised English Bi¬ 
ble (1989), and the New Revised Standard Version (1989)- In 
addition, numerous scholars have produced translations of 
the Song of Songs, independent of the rest of the Bible. 
While most of these versions make gestures to indicate that 
the original is verse, primarily by breaking the text into sec¬ 
tions and lines, they tend to lack what poets call “Lan¬ 
guage”—linguistic and aesthetic qualities, such as poetic 
texture and density, that mark a text as genuine poetry. 
Hence the need to go one step further, to combine schol¬ 
arship with conscious poetic craft and sensibility. This trans¬ 
lation is an attempt to fill that need. 

I was aware from the outset of the great impact that the 
King James Version has had on the ears of English readers. 
Rather than try to echo its rhythms or diction, I set out to 
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create an entirely fresh version that would open the locked Preface 
gardens of the Hebrew. My aim was to probe the roots of the 
original and uncover resonances lost in other translations, 
but not to “Hebraize” English or mimic the aesthetic tech¬ 
niques of Hebrew verse. Rather than writing “transla- 
tioncsc,” I tried to write the best poetry I could. 

All translations are, by necessity, interpretations. My 
interpretations are based on linguistic investigations and lit¬ 
erary analysis, which are discussed in the translator’s study 
that constitutes the second half of this book. Chapter i of 
this study presents a way of thinking about literary transla¬ 
tion and explains my approach to translating the Song; chap¬ 
ter 2 presents the advantages of viewing the Song as a 
collection rather than as a structural unity, and explains the 
principles behind my reconstruction of the text. Chapters 3, 

4, and 5 probe other literary questions relevant to the struc¬ 
ture and content of the Song, and chapter 6 treats selected 
matters of interpretation in the individual poems. The entire 
study focuses on aspects of the text that revealed themselves 
in the process of translation; for that reason, reference is 
made as needed to both the Hebrew text and the English 
renditions. For the reader who knows no Hebrew, word-for- 
word translations are provided whenever the Hebrew is cited 
and its meaning is not apparent from the context. All He¬ 
brew words in the study are presented in transliterated form, 
so that the reader may sense their shapes and sounds. Be¬ 
cause of the specific focus of this work, many issues normally 
treated by Bible scholars, such as the origin and authorship 
of the text, its time of composition, original life setting, and 
liturgical functions, are barely touched upon here. Discus¬ 
sions of such issues may be found in the Bible introductions 
and commentaries listed in the bibliography. 

As I explain in the first chapter of the translator’s study, 
there can be no truly literal translation of a literary work. Al¬ 
though none of my translations even strives to be literal, all 
are attempts to draw close to the meanings, intentions, and 
spirit of the original. My aim has been fidelity—not to iso¬ 
lated images, but to the meanings of images in their original 
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Preface cultural contexts and to the effects they might have had on 
their earliest audience. Thus, at times, my renditions will 
seem to depart radically from other, more literal versions. 

For example, in chapter i, verse 9, of the Hebrew (the 
opening lines of my poem 4), a woman is compared to a 
mare in Pharaoh’s chariotry—a puzzling image, for only stal¬ 
lions, never mares, drew chariots. But the Egyptians’ ene¬ 
mies set mares loose in war to drive the pharaoh’s stallions 
wild, and this is the crux of the metaphor. The woman is not 
simply a beautiful creature; she is as alluring as “a mare 
among stallions.” Seen this way, the image is striking and 
perhaps even daunting: the beloved possesses a captivating 
power over her admirer. Yet his response is not to withdraw 
but to draw nearer; wanting to share love, he offers to adorn 
the beloved with his own gifts. 

The poems in this book are a gift back to their source 
and an attempt to share in the tradition. 



Key to the Biblical Text 


POEM 

BIBLICAL CHAPTER 

AND VERSE 

Tide 

1:1 

1 

r.2-4 

2 

1:5-6 

3 

1:7-8 

4 

i:9—II 

5 

1:12-14 

6 

1:15-17 

7 

2:1—3 

8 

2:4-7 

9 

2:8-13 

IO 

2:14 

II 

2:15 

12 

2:i6-I7 

13 

3:1-5 

14 

3:6—11 

15 

4:1-7 

16 

4:8 

17 

4:9-11 

18 

4:12-5:1 

19 

5:2-6:3 

20 

0 

T 

4- 

<5 

21 

6:11* 

22 

7:1-6 

23 

0 

1 

r- 

24 

7:11-14 

25 

8:1-4 

26 

8:5a 

27 

8:5b 

28 

8:6-7 

29 

8:8-10 

30 

8:11-12 

31 

8:13-14 


*6:12 of the Hebrew has not been translated because its meaning is not de¬ 
cipherable, but it has been presented at the bottom of the page on which 
the Hebrew poem 21 appears. 

Masoretic corrections are found in the margins of the Hebrew poems 6, 9, 
and 17. 




Key to the Typefaces 
in the English Poems 


In the English poems, roman type indicates that a female 
voice is speaking; italic type indicates that a male voice is 
speaking; small capitals indicate that an unidentifiable 
voice or a group of voices is speaking. 

When a poem continues beyond a page, it does so after a 
stanza break. 
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THIRTY-ONE LYRIC POEMS 
IN HEBREW AND IN 
ENGLISH TRANSLATION 
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O for your kiss! For your love 
More enticing than wine, 

For your scent and sweet name— 
For all this they love you. 

Take me away to your room, 

Like a king to his rooms— 

We’ll rejoice there with wine. 

No wonder they love you! 
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£*2 

Yes, I am black! and radiant— 

O city women watching me— 

As black as Kedar’s goathair tents 
Or Solomon’s fine tapestries. 

Will you disrobe me with your stares? 
The eyes of many morning suns 
Have pierced my skin, and now I shine 
Black as the light before the dawn. 

And I have faced the angry glare 
Of others, even my mother’s sons 
Who sent me out to watch their vines 
While I neglected all my own. 
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THE SONG OF SONGS 


Tell me, my love, where you feed your sheep 
And where you rest in the afternoon. 

For why should I go searching blindly 
Among the flocks of your friends? 

If you don’t know> O lovely woman, 

Follow the tracks that the sheep have made 
And feed your own little g oats and lambs 
In the fields where the shepherds lie. 
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Like a mare among stallions, 

Ton lure, I am held 

your cheeks framed with braids 
your neck traced with shells 

ril adorn you with gold 
And with silver bells 
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Until the king returns 
I lie in fragrance, 

Sweet anticipation 
Of his entrance. 

Between my breasts he’ll lie— 
Sachet of spices, 

Spray of blossoms plucked 
From the oasis. 
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How fine 
you are , my love , 
your eyes 
like doves’. 

How fine 

are you, my lover, 

what joy 

we have together. 

How green 
our bed of leaves, 
our rafters of cedars, 
our juniper eaves. 
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In sandy earth or deep 
In valley soil 

r' 

I grow, a wildflower thriving 
On your love. 

Narcissus in the brambles , 
Brightest flower — 

I choose you from all others 
For my love . 

Sweet fruit tree growing wild 
Within the thickets— 

I blossom in your shade 
And taste vour love. 

j 
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THE SONG OF SONGS 


He brings me to the winehall, 
Gazing at me with love. 

Feed me raisincakes and quinces 
For I am sick with love. 

O for his arms around me, 
Beneath me and above! 

O women of the city, 

Swear by the wild field doe 

Not to wake or rouse us 
Till we fulfill our love. 
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The sound of my lover 
coming from the hills 
quickly, like a deer 
upon the mountains 

Now at my windows, 
walking by the walls, 
here at the lattices 
he calls— 

Come with me, 
my love, 
come away 

For the long wet months are past, 
the rains have fed the earth 
and left it bright with blossoms 

Birds wing in the low sky , 
dove and songbird singing 
in the open air above 

Earth nourishing tree and vine , 
green fig and tender grape y 
green and tender fragrance 

Come with me , 
my love, 
come away 
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My dove 

* 

in the clefts 
of the rocks 
the secret 

of steep ravines 

Come let me look at you 
Come let me hear you 

lour voice clear as water 
Tour beautiful body 
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Catch the foxes! 

THE LITTLE FOXES 
AMONG THE VINES 

Catch the foxes! 

THE QUICK LITTLE FOXES 
RAIDING THE NEW GRAPES 
ON OUR VINES 
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My lover turns to me, 

I turn to him, 

Who leads his flock to feed 
Among the flowers. 

Until the day is over 
And the shadows flee, 

Turn round, my lover, 

Go quickly, and be 
Like deer or gazelles 
In the clefts of the hills. 
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THE SONG OF SONGS 


At night in bed, I want him— 

The one I love is not here. 

IT1 rise and search the city, 

Through the streets and squares 

Until the city watchmen 
Find me wandering there 

And I ask them—have you seen him? 
The one I love is not here. 

When they have gone, I find him 
And I won’t let him go 

Until he’s in my mother’s home. 

The room where I was born. 

O women of the city, 

Swear by the wild field doe 

* 

Not to wake or rouse us 
Till we fulfill our love. 



rmbwb “ittJK on^n t>u/ 


T* ** 


“i3“|)3n-'|)p Y6y riNt ’b 
l$yy rTrib’na 
nin 1 ?! 'ii 12 rnupp 
npaN ‘ran 

nP'^u/'pu/ 'inub nin 

: r ■ ■■ ■ 

rb a’ao nnaa D’ttW 

AT J• T L 1 J' * 

i^foten naan 

r* T : ■ v- - • 

an .6 nriK b^a 
nbn^b hh^s 

AT T ; V 

li-p^y 'iain \ d\k 
.•rn l r> l ?a inap 


'i 1 ? ntyjy pnsN 


n 


t]pa ntyy rniby 


ant mT£n 

T T J T 


innN in:nn 

I AT T : " ^ T i V 

nariN cpy-i 'iain 
id^e/rp nPab 

•|T t v. : ■ 


fry rma m’KH i m’KY 

nb'^tp ■fppa 
'ibK 'I’pvnpytP nipya 


uinnn nva 

▼ \ “i J : 

:ia b nrtbto n'rai 

■ J* LI 



THE SONG OF SONGS 
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Who is this approaching, up from the desert 
In columns of smoke, fragrant with incense. 

Rare spices and herbs of the wandering merchants? 

Behold, it appears—the king's own procession 
Attended by sixty of Israel’s warriors, 

Swords at their thighs to meet the night’s dangers. 

A carriage of cedar with pillars of silver, 

Gold floor, purple cushions, all made to his orders 
And fashioned with love by Jerusalem’s daughters. 

Go OUT AND SEE, O JERUSALEM’S DAUGHTERS! 

Crowned by his mother, the king in his carriage 
This day of rejoicing, this day of his marriage. 
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How fine 
you are , my love, 
your eyes like doves’ 
behind your veil 

Tour hair — 
as black as goats 
winding down the slopes 

Tour teeth — 
a flock of sheep 
rising from the stream 
in twos, each with its twin 

Tour lips — 
like woven threads 
of crimson silk 

A gleam of pomegranate — 
your forehead 
through your veil 

Tour neck — 
a tower 

adorned with shields 

Tour breasts — 
twin fawns 
in fields of flowers 
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Until 

the day is over ; 
shadows gone , 

I’ll go 

up to the hills 
of fragrant bloom 

How fine 
you are, my love, 
my perfect one 
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With me , my bride of the mountains y 
Come away with me , com? away! 

Come down from the peaks of the mountains, 
From the perilous Lebanon caves y 

From the lairs where lions crouch hidden, 
Where leopards watch nightly for prey, 

Look down , look down and come away! 

•/ 
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With one flash of your eyes, you excite me, 
One jewel on your neck stirs my heart, 

O my sister ; my bride. 

Tour love, more than wine, is enticing, 
Tour fragrance is finer than spices, 

My sister, my bride. 

Tour lips, sweet with nectar, invite me 
To honey and milk on your tongue, 

O my sister, my bride. 

And even your clothing is fragrant 
As wind from the Lebanon mountains, 
My sister, my bride. 
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Enclosed and hidden, you are a garden, 

A still pool, a fountain. 

Stretching your limbs, you open — 

Afield of pomegranates blooms, 

Treasured fruit among the blossoms, 

Henna, sweet cane, bark, and saffron, 

Fragrant woods and succulents, 

The finest spices and perfumes. 

Living water, you are a fountain, 

A well, a river flowing from the mountains. 

Come, north winds and south winds! 
Breathe upon my garden, 

Bear its fragrance to my lover, 

Let him come and share its treasures. 

My bride, my sister, I have come 
To gather spices in my garden, 

To taste wild honey with my wine, 

Milk and honey with my wine. 


Feast, drink—and drink deeply—lovers! 
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I sleep, but my heart stirs, 
restless, 

and dreams . . . 

Mv lover’s voice here, at the door— 

Open , my love , my sister ; 
wy wy perfect one, 

for my hair is soaked with the night. 

Should I get up, get dressed, 
and dirtv mv feet? 

Mv love thrusts his hand at the latch 
and mv heart leaps for him! 

I rise to open for my love, 

my hands dripping perfume on the lock— 

I open, 

but he has gone. 

I run out after him, calling, 
but he is gone. 

The men who roam the streets, 

guarding the walls, 

beat me and tear away my robe. 
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O women of the city. 

Swear to me! 

If you find my lover 
You will say 

That I am sick with love. 

Who is your love 

And why do you bind us by oath> 

My love is radiant 
As gold or crimson. 

Hair in waves of black 
Like wings of ravens. 

Eves like doves, afloat 

* * 

Upon the water, 

Bathed in milk, at rest 
On brimming pools. 

Cheeks like beds of spices, 

Banks of flowers, 

Lips like lilies, sweet 
And wet with dew. 

Studded with jewels, his arms 
Are round and golden. 

His belly smooth as ivory. 

Bright with gems. 
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Set in gold, his legs, 

Two marble columns— 

He stands as proud as cedars 
In the mountains. 

Man of pleasure—sweet 
To taste his love! 

Friend and lover chosen 
For my love. 

Beautiful woman. 

Where has your lover gone to? 
Where has he gone? 

We’ll help you look for him. 

My love has gone to walk 
Within his garden— 

To feed his sheep and there 
To gather flowers. 

I turn to meet my love, 

He’ll turn to me. 

Who leads his flock to feed 
Among the flowers. 
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Striking as Tirza 
you are , my love, 

Bright as Jerusalem, 
frightening as visions! 

Lower your eyes 

m/ 

for they make me tremble 

Jour hair—as black as goats 
winding down the slopes 
Tour teeth—a flock of sheep 
rising from the stream 
in twos , each with its Win 
A gleam of pomegranate — 

your forehead through your veil 

Sixty queens , eighty brides , 

endless numbers of women — 
One is my dove, my perfect one, 
pure as an only child — 

Women see her 

and sing of her joy, 

Queens and brides 
chant her praise 

Who is she ? staring 

down like the dawn’s eye, 
Bright as the white moon, 
pure as the hot sun, 
Frightening as visions! 
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Walking through the walnut orchard , 
Looking for the signs of spring: 

The pomegranates—have they flowered ? 
The grapevines—are they blossoming? 
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Dance for us, princess, dance, 

AS WE WATCH AND CHANT! 

What will you see as I move 
in the dance of love? 

Your graceful, sandalled feet, 
Your thighs—two spinning jewels, 
Your hips—a bowl of nectar 

BRIMMING FULL 

Your belly—golden wheat 
Adorned with daffodils, 

Your breasts—two fawns, the twins 

OF A GAZELLE 

Your neck—an ivory tower, 

Your eyes—two silent pools, 

Your face—a tower that overlooks 

THE HILLS 

Your head—majestic mountain 
Crowned with purple hair. 
Captivating kings 


WITHIN ITS LOCKS 
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Of all pleasure, how sweet 
Is the taste of love! 

There you stand like a palm, 
Tour breasts clusters of dates. 

Shall I climb that palm 
And take hold of the boughs? 

lour breasts will be tender 
As clusters of grapes, 

Tour breath will be sweet 
As the fragrance of quince, 

And your mouth will awaken 
All sleeping desire 

Like wine that entices 
The lips of new lovers. 
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Turning to him, who meets me with desire— 

Come, love, let us go out to the open fields 
And spend our night lying where the henna blooms. 
Rising early to leave for the near vineyards 
Where the vines flower, opening tender buds, 

And the pomegranate boughs unfold their blossoms. 

There among blossom and vine I will give you my love, 
Musk of the violet mandrakes spilled upon us . . . 

And returning, finding our doorways piled with fruits, 
The best of the new-picked and the long-stored, 

My love, I will give you all I have saved for you. 
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Oh, if you were my brother 
Nursed at mv mother’s breast, 

j J 

I’d kiss vou in the streets 

j 

And never suffer scorn. 

I’d bring you to my mother’s home 
(My mother teaches me) 

And give you wine and nectar 
From my pomegranates. 

O for his arms around me, 

Beneath me and above! 

O women of the city, 

Swear by the wild field doe 

Not to wake or rouse us 
Till we fulfill our love. 
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Who is this approaching, 

UP FROM THE WILDERNESS, 
ARM ON HER LOVER’S ARM> 
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Under the quince tree 
you woke 
to my touch 
there 

where she conceived 
where she who carried 
and bore vou 
conceived 
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Stamp me in your heart. 
Upon vour limbs. 

Sear mv emblem deep 
Into vour skin. 

For love is strong as death, 

Harsh as the grave. 

Its tongues are flames, a fierce 

And holv blaze. 

* 

Endless seas and floods, 
Torrents and rivers 
Never put out love’s 
Infinite fires. 

Those who think that wealth 
Can buy them love 
Only play the fool 
And meet with scorn. 
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We have a young sister 

Whose breasts are but flowers. 

What shall we do 

When the time comes for suitors? 

If she’s a wall 

We’ll build turrets of silver, 

But if she’s a door 

We will plank her with cedar. 

I am a wall 

And mv breasts are towers! 

So I have found peace 
Here with my lover. 
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The king has a vineyard 
Whose fruit is worth silver 
I have a vineyard — 

Its fruit is my own. 

Have your wealthy Solomon! 

Keep all your vineyards , 

Whose yield you must share 
With your watchmen and guards. 
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Woman 

of the gardens , 

of the voice 

friends listen for ; 

will you let me hear you? 

Go— 

go now, my love, 
be quick 
as a gazelle 
on the fragrant hills! 
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And the pomegranate boughs unfold their blossoms 
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THE SONG OF SONGS 


All journeys bare scan destinations of which the traveler is 
unaware. 

—Martin Buber 1 


Translation 
as a 

Journey 


All translations necessarily imply departures from what 
might be posited as literal readings. I say “what might be 
posited” because the literal level is a hypothetical concept; 
although we speak of some translations as being more literal 
than others, there can be no truly literal translation of a lit¬ 
erary text . 2 It is often impossible to find an equivalent for 
even a single word; how can one hope to translate a string of 
words without altering some element of syntax, or seman¬ 
tics, or sound? Indeed, the translator faces choices—often 
very close ones—at every step along the way. 

Choosing one word over others, one inevitably sacrifices 
overtones and connotations; thus we often speak of things 
“lost in translation.” Yet there are also gains. Translation is a 
kind of journev, a “carrying across” from one cultural- 
linguistic context to another. While experienced travelers 
know to shed baggage that becomes unnecessary along the 
wav, thev mav also find themselves unexpectedly acquiring 
new possessions. So too, when texts are carried from one 
language to another, the losses and gains are often unpre¬ 
dictable. Translating entails risks—with departure as the first 
step in a largely unforeseeable sequence of movements. 

Having departed from a text by deciding to translate it, 
by envisioning its shape and sound in a language not its own, 
the translator’s next gesture is toward the text again—into its 
details and subtleties, its flaws, peculiarities, and perfections. 
The enveloping mists are lifted and the landscape eyed up 
close; one must see the smallest rocks and narrowest ravines, 
as well as the sweeping contours of the mountains. But then, 
once intimacy is established, the translator must leave again, 
taking another step away from the text to begin the utterance 
that will be the new work. For the translation too must have 
a life of its own, one that breathes to its own rhythms; it can¬ 
not exist without its own nourishing atmosphere. Thus the 
process of translation is a to-and-fro voyage, toward and 
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away from the shores of the text, until finally one disembarks 
on new land . 3 

Yet we speak of fidelity in translation; we assume this is 
the translator’s aim. Fidelity suggests attachment and com¬ 
mitment. How is such loyalty reconciled with all the leave- 
taking a translator must do? 

There is no contradiction here. Fidelity means being 
close, not clinging to surfaces. It means fulfilling a trust, an 
obligation to be true to the relationship between self and 
other. A faithful translation of a text accurately represents its 
best and fullest appreciation by a reader. If that reader is sen¬ 
sitive, the appreciation will not be idiosyncratic, but it nec¬ 
essarily will be subjective. There is no way around it: 
translation emerges from interpretation, a “going between” 
self and other that can never be wholly objective but that 
strives for truth all the same. 

Thus, each translator explores the relationship between 
text and reader in order to speak it anew, and each relation¬ 
ship has its own emphasis. Some translators, for example, 
concentrate on semantic accuracy, while others seek to re¬ 
create tone and mood. Most translators strive for a balance 
among the many facets of a text, but each balance is unique; 
there is no formula for faithful translation. 

The concept of fidelity is even more complex with poetic 
texts, for with poetry the choices between form and content 
tend to be more subtle and more conflictual. Suppose for a 
moment that one wanted to translate into English a classical 
Chinese poem written in strict poetic form that included 
rhyme, syllable count, and parallelism. One might choose to 
sacrifice strictness of form in order to translate the poem’s 
content faithfully; conversely, since the form is so integral to 
the original, one might prefer to preserve it at the expense of 
some element of content, such as imagery. Suppose one 
made the latter choice: what form would one then use—that 
of the original Chinese verse, or something more amenable 
to English, like the form of the Shakespearean sonnet? At¬ 
tempting to reproduce Chinese poetic form in the English 
language would likely result in awkwardness rather than 
grace; thus one might choose the sonnet, which could be 
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seen as analogous to (rather than a reproduction of) the 
form of the original. But then again, one might argue that a 
Tang-dvnastv poem is by definition formal, whereas a mod¬ 
ern English poem certainly is not, and that therefore the ef¬ 
fects of a sonnet’s rhyme and meter in a modern English 
version would be wholly different from the effects of rhyme, 
syllable count, and parallelism in the original classical 
Chinese verse. Having come full circle, one might end up 
translating the poem in open form (free verse) after all. 
Thus, the arguments about what constitutes faithful trans¬ 
lation of poetry can and do go on without limit or resolu¬ 
tion, for they have to do with how we understand the very 
nature of poetry. 

Perhaps no factor is more challenging to the translator 
than great historical distance, for what we think we under¬ 
stand of ancient texts often proves insufficient when we try 
to translate. With limited knowledge of the cultural context 
of a work, one may find it difficult to imagine original effects 
or guess at literary intentions. And when there is nowhere to 
turn for the very meanings of words that have gone out of 
use, the translator’s task can indeed be frustrating. 

The translator can, however, turn this disadvantage into 
a challenge. For now the need for personal involvement is in¬ 
tensified, and there is no choice but to engage the self en¬ 
tirely with the textual object. The results of this engagement 
arc conclusions or, more precisely, postulations about what 
the text may have meant, how it mav have been perceived in 
its own time. Thus, faithful translation, like original linguis¬ 
tic creativity, is a deeply subjective human enterprise. The re¬ 
lationship between translator and text is analogous to that 
between writer and subject matter: the same intense bearing 
of the self upon perception of the other is necessary to make 
a work of art happen. 

My translation ol the Song of Songs, a poetic text more 
than two millennia old, composed in a language for which 
there are no native speakers today , 4 is the result of an ex¬ 
tended personal engagement. The process began with listen¬ 
ing, moved to study and research, then led me to 
speculations and, finally, interpretations. These interpreta- 
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tions were the seeds I then took with me to plant in the ter¬ 
rain of mv native language. 


But why did I embark on such a venture? Why a new 

^ # 

translation of the Song? Why not stop with the King James 
Version or the scores of English versions that have fol¬ 
lowed it? 

The answer is that, although the King James is a classic, 
there is a need for a new translation, which has not been 
filled. From the perspective of scholarship alone, much has 
been learned since the time of the King James Version that 
makes apparent its many inaccuracies of meaning. In addi¬ 
tion, modern analysis reveals that the King James Version, 
despite its eloquence, did biblical verse a disservice by treat¬ 
ing it no differently from biblical prose. We cannot discern, 
from the King James Version, anything of the Song’s inter¬ 
nal literary structure, such as the poetic units it comprises. 
Nor do we sense from it the Hebrew poetic line: the long, 
cadenced lines of the King James Version correspond not to 
the actual breath/sy r ntax units of the Hebrew, but to the de¬ 
marcated “verses” (ffsuqim). Probably because of this, En¬ 
glish readers tend to think of biblical poetry as extenuated 
and oracular—like that of Christopher Smart or Walt 
Whitman. Nothing could be less true. The Hebrew lines are 
relatively short units, of two, three, or four beats, with any¬ 
where from two to five such lines making up the average bib¬ 
lical verse. (The next chapter, which treats the literary 
structure of the Song, explains further the distinction be¬ 
tween poetic lines and fsuqim , and also takes up the ques¬ 
tion of how one delineates the original poems in the 
Hebrew.) 

Despite modern scholarship and analysis, however, the 
standard modern English versions of the Bible have not of¬ 
fered satisfying alternatives to the King James. The Revised 
Standard Version of 1952, for example, which is “an autho¬ 
rized revision of the American Standard Version, published 
in 1901, which was a revision of the King James Version,” en¬ 
deavors to correct the errors of its predecessors and to pre- 
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serve “those qualities which have given to the King James 
Version a supreme place in English literature .” 3 Yet, as liter¬ 
ature, the Revised Standard Version has been far less influ¬ 
ential than the King James. This is because, like many 
twentieth-ccnturv Bible translations, the Revised Standard 
Version speaks not in an authentic modern English voice but 
in a stilted echo of archaic rhythms and diction. The lan¬ 
guage does not reveal itself as true to either the speech or the 
literature of its day despite—or perhaps because of—the au¬ 
thors' attempt to preserve the literary qualities of the King 
James. Other, more recent, modern versions try consciously 
to offer language that is more accessible to modern readers; 
yet rarely do these versions achieve an idiom that is at once 
accessible and moving. Some of these attempt to render the 
Song as poetry by giving it the overt semblance of a literary 
structure; they do this by such means as dividing the text 
into sections (sometimes labeled as “poems”) and identify¬ 
ing personae in the margins. The inclusion of headings and 
marginalia, however, does not suffice to turn a work into po¬ 
etry. Indeed, none of the modern Bible versions offers a fully 
• * 

realized rendition of the Song as a poetic genre written in 
genuine poetic lines. 

The authors of the King James Version, by contrast, 
were neither imitating nor updating, but creating; their 
translation partook of the best literary style of its time. This 
made it moving and authentic, a w ; ork of integrity. And in 
this sense the King James Version was more faithful to the 
original than were the modern versions that followed it, be¬ 
cause, in its own context, it had both accessibility and 
depth—qualities that the Hebrew text must have had in its 
original milieu. In other words, the King James Version, un¬ 
like its successors, reads not like a translation but like 
literature. 

What is needed today, then, is a modern English trans¬ 
lation of the Song that incorporates the insights of new 
scholarship and analysis yet reads like genuine poetry. I have 
attempted to fill that need. 
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A brief look here at another modern Bible translation, 
one quite different from my own, may help to clarify some 
of the points I wish to make concerning my methods and 
goals. The German translation of Martin Buber and Franz 
Rosenzweig, begun in 1925 and completed by Buber in 1961, 
is, though not well known to English readers, a unique and 
monumental work. It raises issues not addressed by other 
versions of the Bible; indeed, it may represent the boldest 
challenge to Bible translation in the twentieth century . 6 

Buber’s and Rosenzweig’s primary aim was to revive the 
spoken quality of the Hebrew text for a contemporary Ger¬ 
man audience. To do this, they took considerable license 
with the German language, deliberately wrenching it from 
its own natural rhythms in an attempt to startle, and thus 
awaken, the ear of the German hearer. Buber stated his in¬ 
tention as follows: “German spoken forms can never repro¬ 
duce the Hebrew spoken forms, but, growing out of 
analogous impulses and exerting analogous effects, they can 
correspond to them in German, render them into German .” 7 
In other words, the main principle behind their translation 
was “not to Germanize the Hebrew but to Hebraize the 
German .” 8 

While Buber and Rosenzweig began with an apprecia¬ 
tion of the text as spoken, they ended up with a German ver¬ 
sion that was, to a great extent, unspeakable: it was nothing 
like the normal spoken German of its time. As the eminent 
scholar of Jewish philosophy Gershom Scholem put it, in a 
lecture given at an occasion marking the completion of the 
translation, “The language into which you translated was 
not that of everyday speech nor that of German literature in 
the 1920’s.” 9 Unfortunately, the Buber-Rosenzweig transla¬ 
tion never had a chance to test itself with German speakers 
because the audience for whom it was intended, the 
German-Jewish population, was all but totally extinguished 
in the Holocaust. Still, the Buber-Rosenzweig approach is 
not dead: it has been taken up again today by the American 
Bible translator Everett Fox, in his ongoing translation of 
the Torah . 10 
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My own translation does not follow in this tradition, de¬ 
spite the fact that I, like Fox, began with some of the same 
assumptions that Buber and Rosenzweig held. I share their 
conviction that the text’s original spoken quality supersedes 
in importance its nature as a written document (the common 
Hebrew word for Bible, miqra\ means not “scripture,” but 
“calling out”). And I believe, as Buber and Rosenzweig did, 
that translations, like original texts, should be read aloud. 
Unlike Buber and Rosenzweig, however, I do not believe 
that Bible translations ought somehow to sound like the 
original. Rather, I think translations are more likely to be 
spoken aloud when they are written unselfconsciously, in the 
natural rhythms of their own languages. 

Scholem remarked to Buber in his speech, “It is a unique 
feature of your translation that it uses every means to force 
the reader to read the text aloud.” But one wonders which 
text the reader will be coerced into declaiming—the trans¬ 
lation or the original? Perhaps the most revealing remark in 
Scholem’s lecture is that the Buber-Rosenzweig translation 
“was an appeal to the reader: Go and learn Hebrew!” I think 
it is this that comes closest to the truth; the Buber- 
Rosenzweig translation does not, finally, stand on its own as 
German literature but performs instead a very different ser¬ 
vice. By approximating the rhythmic patterns of the Hebrew 
language, it seeks to engage the curiosity of readers who do 
not know Hebrew, enough perhaps to make them want to 
experience the sound of the original. Precisely by failing to 
satisfy the German literary sensibility, it whets the reader’s 
appetite to learn Hebrew. It is, in this sense, a noble enter¬ 
prise whose ultimate purpose is to make itself unnecessary. 

My translation has no such aims. My goal is not to re¬ 
turn the reader to the original, but to open the text as much 
as possible for English readers who cannot make Hebrew 
their own. 

I do not attempt, in the lines of my renditions, to mimic 
the rhythms of Hebrew verse. English, an analytic language, 
requires more words to express thought than does the syn¬ 
thetic language of the Bible, which can, for example, incor¬ 
porate subject, verb, and accusative pronoun into a single 
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word. Thus English, unlike Hebrew’, cannot easilv articulate 
extended thoughts in lines of two or three beats. Vet to im¬ 
itate the long-lined stvle of the King James w ould, as I have 
tried to show; reinforce misconceptions about biblical verse. 
Mv lines of verse are therefore a deliberate departure from 
the styles of both the King James Version and the original 
Hebrew text; thev are of varying lengths, shaped bv the de¬ 
mands of English poetic craft. 

Indeed, a glance at the thirty-one poems in mv version 
reveals a variety of verse forms: some poems are in couplets 
with off-rhvmes, some are in iambic quatrains, some have ac¬ 
centual meter, some are in free verse, and so on. This variety 
is intended to reflect mv view’ of the text as a collection of 
individual poems with a wide range of tones and moods. At 
the same time, I saw’ certain poems as related, sharing similar 
speakers, themes, or other features, and I tried to echo these 
continuities through the repetition of forms. Thus, for ex¬ 
ample, poems 8,13, and 25—each spoken bv a woman in the 
mode of fantasy and concluding with an adjuration re¬ 
frain—are all rendered in accentual couplets. 

To achieve the flexibility I needed in mv craft, I steeped 
mvself in the w r ork of English and American w riters, from 
the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century poets of England, ar¬ 
tisans of meter and rhyme, to modem and contemporary 
American poets, innovators of open forms. To all these writ¬ 
ers I ow e the debt of tradition. 

Above all, I owe these translations to their source, the 
place where the journey began. 
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Probably no book in the Hebrew Bible has been the sub¬ 
ject of more controversy concerning its classification as a 
genre than the Song of Songs. I do not intend to treat in any 
depth the long history of interpretation of the Song. H. H. 

Rowlev has barely summarized the issue in forty-nine heav- 

. - * 

ilv footnoted pages, 1 and more recently Marvin Pope has 
taken up the matter in the lengthy introduction to his trans¬ 
lation for the Anchor Bible series. 2 Pope covers every aspect 
of the history of the Song's interpretation, from the earliest 
Jewish and Christian allegorizations to contemporary fem¬ 
inist perspectives, including along the wav psychoanalytic, 
melodramatic, cultic, and mystical approaches. 3 These the¬ 
ories, however, do not bear equally on literary questions, 
which are the chief concern of this study. For example, some 
interpretations emphasize original life setting (Sitz im Le- 
ben ), while others are primarily interested in the religious 
significance of the text. In this chapter I will consider the ma¬ 
jor positions only as they arc relevant to the literary structure 
of the Song; then I will explain my own reconstruction of 
the text as a collection of thirty-one poems. 

The major interpretations view the Song as: 
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(a) an allegory of love between God and the people of 
Israel (the Jewish allegorical interpretation), or be¬ 
tween Christ and the church or the individual soul 
(the Christian allegorical interpretation); 

(b) a drama having two main characters, Solomon and 
the Shulammite, or three main characters, Solomon 
and two country lovers; 

(c) a cycle of wedding songs, similar to Syrian marriage 
songs; 

(d) a liturgy, the residue of an ancient fertility cult; 

(e) a structurally unified love poem; 

(1) a collection or anthology of love poems. 

Ol these interpretations, the allegorical—whose long 
history originated in the early Rabbinic period, first century 
c.e.— usually implies narrative structure, at least to the ex¬ 
tent that it assumes plot development and posits fixed per¬ 
sonae for the Song’s voices. But neither plot nor fixed 
personae are obvious in the text, which does not name any 
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of its speakers. (Solomon is not one of the Song’s speakers; 
the mention of his name in the title and elsewhere will be 
discussed in subsequent chapters.) As we shall see in the next 
chapter, many different voices are heard in the Song, not just 
the two or three main characters implied by allegorical inter¬ 
pretation. Moreover—perhaps most significantly—the Song 
contains no mention of the name of God. Unlike, for ex¬ 
ample, Isaiah 5, the “parable of the vineyard,” the Song itself 
never claims to be an allegory and nowhere offers an internal 
key to allegorical explication. It is likely that the allegorical 
interpretation arose in early Rabbinic times as a means of 
justifying the Song’s place in the biblical canon; despite its 
imaginative richness, this interpretation carries no credence 
today outside the religious world. 

The dramatic view of the Song—which dates back to 
Origen in the third century c.E. and gained currency in the 
nineteenth century, particularly among French and German 
scholars—also must be rejected on structural grounds. I 
know of no dramatic interpretation that has not distorted 
the Song considerably, usually by assuming a dramatis per¬ 
sonae and scenarios not provided in the text itself, and some¬ 
times by rearranging lines or whole passages. 4 The Song as 
we have it simply does not conform to dramatic structure, 
despite the fact that it comprises monologues and dialogues 
and seems to have a chorus that interjects from time to time. 
The presence of monologues, dialogues, and choruses is 
insufficient basis on which to posit drama, because drama, 
like narrative, implies plot and the unified portrayal of 
characters. 

The view of the Song as a cycle of wedding poems—a 
theory that arose in the nineteenth century—does not as¬ 
sume plot but does assume a fixed set of speakers (bride, 
groom, and guests) in the context of a marriage celebration. 
The twentieth-century theory holding that the Song is the 
liturgy of an ancient fertility cult also suggests fixed personae 
in a fixed content. The latter view may be seen, ironically, as 
a return to religious interpretation of the Song; in recent 
times it has attracted particular attention among those in¬ 
terested in ancient goddess worship. Both views of the 
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Song—as wedding poems and as liturgy—are based on 
rather elaborate postulations about the text’s original life set¬ 
ting and its relationship to other ancient Near Eastern cul¬ 
tures. While thev mav account for some of the material in the 
Song, or at least for some of its influences, these theories do 
not explain the Song as a whole. Rather, they impose awk¬ 
ward superstructures that are finally no more convincing 
than the allegorical or dramatic overviews. Moreover, they 
denv the obvious content of the Song, which is primarily 
concerned not with marriage or religious ritual but with the 
various emotions of erotic love. 

The main objection to the four overviews outlined so far 
is their imposition of fixed personae and either plot or con¬ 
textual unitv on a text that seems instead to present a variety 
of voices speaking in a range of settings and without nar¬ 
rative sequence. Thus the supposition of allegory, drama, 
wedding celebration, or liturgy unnaturally constricts the 
variegated material of the Song. Recentlv, however, there 
have been attempts to demonstrate structural unitv in the 
Song without presupposing such restrictive frameworks; 
these analyses read the Song as a unified love poem—the 
fifth overview mentioned above. Although each of these 
readings finds a different internal structure, J. Cheryl Exurrfs 
“A Literary and Structural Analysis of the Song of Songs” 3 
serves as a good exemplar of the overall position. Bv briefly 
examining its argument, I hope to begin to make clear mv 
own reasons for viewing the Song not as a uni tv but as a col¬ 
lection—the sixth position listed above. 

Exum, who states her purpose to be a “formal analysis,” 
treats the Song as three pairs of poems (217-3:5 and 512-6:3; 
3:6-511 and 614-8:3; 112-2:6 and 8:4-14), examining the par¬ 
allels among them. She proposes that the discoverv of struc¬ 
tural parallels yields the following conclusions: “Unitv of 
authorship with an intentional design, and a sophistication 
of poetic style.” Interestingly, Exum does not argue for 
“unity of authorship” except insofar as she demonstrates the 
unity of the text. Her deduction of “either a single author 
or a school of poets working closclv together” perhaps 
seems obvious to her, given her demonstration of structural 
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unity in the text, but one should also allow for the possibility 
that this unity was imposed by a later compiler. 

With Exum’s second conclusion, “sophistication of po¬ 
etic style,” I am quite in agreement. Indeed, one might ques¬ 
tion why she links this to her first conclusion, “unity of 
authorship with an intentional design,” when the one is not 
dependent on the other. I see no reason to doubt that folk 
poetry—that is, the collective work of many authors—can 
be as sophisticated as the product of an individual author’s 
hand. In any case, let us look at Exum’s argument for textual 
unity, and treat the issue of authorship as derivative. 

Exum claims that her division of the text into three par¬ 
allel pairs of poems accounts for various repeated words and 
phrases, including refrains and recurrent motifs, such as 
“seeking and finding.” But structural parallels are not nec¬ 
essary to account for the presence of these repetitions, which 
can be equally well explained by viewing the text as a collec¬ 
tion of separate poems derived from a common cultural 
source. That is, the Song’s repeated images may well have 
been literary conventions, much as Petrarchan imagery was 
conventional to Renaissance poetry. 

Exum does more than note the mere presence of re¬ 
peated material in the Song, however; she argues for “inten¬ 
tional design,” or the specific arrangement of recurrent 
phrases and motifs. In so doing, she shows some interesting 
parallels among the poetic units as she divides them. Explain¬ 
ing her method, she says: “The criteria used to determine the 
limits of poems are the repetition of key phrases, words, and 
motifs, and the contextual coherence of the poems. Some¬ 
times the limits of a poem are not apparent and we must rely 
on its parallel as a guide.” While her method here may some¬ 
times seem circular, the more serious limitation is that, in her 
effort to delineate parallels, Exum tends to overlook literary 
features that do not support her analysis. Attempting to 
demonstrate contextual coherence, she ignores many shifts 
in setting, argument, tone of voice, and speaker-audience re¬ 
lationship, which, I believe, strongly suggest smaller com¬ 
positional units. As for the “key phrases, words, and motifs” 
that guide her delineations, these may in fact be evidence 
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that the Song was orally composed and transmitted before 
being compiled and transcribed. 6 As Franz Landsbcrger ex¬ 
plains, “We mav assume that a compilator who puts into one 
collection poems which had hitherto circulated by way of 
mouth, would write them down according to the principle 
of association. Writing down one poem he would remember 
and write down another with a similar key word.” 7 

Thus, as suggested above, the “design” of the Song that 
Exum perceives—like that found by other proponents of her 
position—may well be the result of skillful compilation of 
manv short poems rather than original structural unity. Or 
it mav be the result of an ingenious interpretive reading that 
discerns pattern where none was originally conceived. It 
seems, in anv case, that the search for structural unity, as pur¬ 
sued bv Exum and others, necessitates a less attentive read¬ 
ing of the more subtle variations that appear in the text— 
and this is its gravest flaw. As I see it—and as I shall try to 
demonstrate in subsequent chapters—the Song opens up 
most fullv to interpretation when it is viewed as a collection 

of manv short lvrics. 

* • 

Before presenting this final view of the Song and ex¬ 
plaining my own reconstruction of it, I want to clarify one 
important reason for the endless and seemingly unresolvable 
debates over its structure. In the Leningrad MS., 1008 C.E. 
(one of the earliest complete manuscripts, today considered 
authoritative) of the Masoretic text of the Hebrew Bible 
(the standardized text, edited by fifth- to ninth-century 
scholars known as the Masoretes, or “transmitters”), we 
find the Song divided into chapters and smaller portions 
designed for reading in synagogues. Also indicated are 
ffsuqiniy units roughly equivalent to sentences but not nec¬ 
essarily poetic lines; these are what are called biblical 
“verses” in English. The Masoretic accent marks indicate 
caesuras within the ffsuqim as well as conjunctive and 
disjunctive connections between words; otherwise there is 
nothing that might be considered punctuation. Poetic units 
are not apparent: no demarcation is given for individual 
poems, stanzas, or lines of verse. In other words, the text 
looks like a mass of prose on the page, divided only into 
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sections and subsections of approximately equal length. 
Theoretically, then, the Song might be seen as having no 
poetic structure at all; hence the wide speculation surround¬ 
ing it. 

Yet hardly anyone would disagree that the Song is po¬ 
etry, not prose . 8 This is because of its audibly apparent 
rhythms—that is, the heavy coincidence of svntactic/seman¬ 
tic units with units of accent or breath—and its unique style, 
which includes such elements as sound-plays, puns, and al¬ 
literations; an abundance of sensual imagery appealing to all 
the senses; a sophisticated and often subtle use of metaphor; 
and a flexible deployment of the biblical stylistic technique 
of parallelism. This rich combination of features creates a 
particularly heightened and intense language, which can 
lead one to view the Song not just as poetry but as the quint¬ 
essential poetry of the Bible. 

Now, a minimal definition of poetry or verse (at least in 
postbiblical Western tradition) might be that it is language 
in lines. In written verse, lines take a visual shape on the 
page, with stanza breaks usually indicating longer pauses. 
Line breaks and stanza breaks in written verse are, in effect, 
visual indications of how a poem is to be heard. Yet in the 
case of the Song the matter is reversed: because line and 
stanza divisions are not indicated, we must postulate, on the 
basis of what we can hear from reading the text aloud, where 
such divisions might have appeared had the text been tran¬ 
scribed as it was heard in its own time. 

While there is no definitive theory of Hebrew prosody, 
scholars today agree in general about the identification of 
poetic lines of the text. This is because the Hebrew lines ar¬ 
ticulate themselves perceptibly in short units of breath hav¬ 
ing two, three, four, or, very rarely, five beats; these units 
generally coincide with syntactic units such as phrases or 
clauses (enjambement is rare). Thus the division into lines 
was for me the first and least problematic step in the recon¬ 
struction of the text as a poetic document. 

Stanza breaks, a matter of less importance and more 
speculation, came much later in my reconstruction. In es¬ 
sence, my stanza divisions offer suggestions for reading the 
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text aloud and a guide to hearing its meaning, but they are 
not meant to represent the way the original might have been 
transcribed in its own time, for it is not certain that the con¬ 
cept of stanzas applied to ancient Hebrew verse. Stanza 
breaks in my translation usually indicate one or more of the 
following: a change of speaker within a poem, a change of 
audience, a pause to allow time to pass in a narrative se¬ 
quence, a pause to allow for closure and reopening of an ex¬ 
tended theme. Sometimes the stanza divisions set off 
discrete metaphorical units, as in the wasfs (see chapter 4). 

Mv division of the text into poems—unlike the division 
of poems into stanzas —is an attempt to postulate the Song’s 
original structure. The presentation of the Song in the Len¬ 
ingrad MS. demonstrates why it may well be a collection 
rather than a unified poem. For if we assume (as virtually 
evervone docs) line units where they are not visually indi¬ 
cated, there is no reason to exclude the possibility of poem 
units. The view of the text as a collection of several poems is 
shared by manv—if not most—scholars. 9 Robert Gordis, in 
the introduction to his translation, traces this view back five 
centuries: “If the Song of Songs be approached without any 
preconception, it reveals itself as a collection of lyrics. This 
view of the book was taken by a Middle High German ver¬ 
sion of the 15th centurv, which divided it into 54 songs.” 10 

The reasons for viewing the Song as a collection are 
many. Gordis notes “the wide gamut of its emotions”; we 
might add to this the several distinct settings, the range of 
situations and subject matter, and the considerable variety of 
tones and moods. By far the strongest argument, I believe, 
is the presence in the Song of many different speakers, ad¬ 
dressing a variety of audiences. (In the next chapter I analyze 
the various relationships between speakers and audiences in 
the Song and attempt to demonstrate, on the basis of this 
analysis, the presence of several types of lyric poems in the 
collection.) 

Of the interpreters who view the text as a collection and 
divide it as such, however, no two agree exactly on the di¬ 
visions. Gordis finds twenty-eight poems in the Song, but 
notes other scholars who find, variously, twenty-three. 
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The division of the songs will depend upon the changes 
in theme, viewpoint, background or form. These criteria 
will not always be sufficiently exact to command universal 
assent. Much will be dependent upon the literary taste 
and insight, as well as upon the knowledge, of the inter¬ 
preter. But this is simply a restatement of the truth that 
exegesis is essentially an art, which rests upon a founda¬ 
tion of scientific knowledge. 

For my own division of the text into thirty-one poems, 
the perception of content guided the delineation of form. 
Besides the various shifts (of speaker, audience, subject mat¬ 
ter, setting, tone) that signaled to me the end of one poem 
and the beginning of the next, the presence of self-contained 
arguments also suggested limits. For the most part, I found 
that individual poems had internal coherence and were not 
mere fragments. 

For example, 1:2-4 of the Hebrew is a passage praising 
the beloved and inviting lovemaking, spoken by a woman to 
a man whom she compares to a king. The unit seems to close 
naturally with the refrain “they love you.” The next line in 
the Hebrew brings us into a new context. A woman speaks, 
but her audience is the city women and her tone of voice is 
defiant. This passage, 1:5-6, is a monologue of self-assertion 
rather than of praise for the beloved; it does not appear to 
be a continuation of the previous speech. On the basis of 
these observations, I treat 1:2-4 and 1:5-6 as two separate 
poems. 

There are, of course, instances where the divisions be¬ 
tween poems are not so apparent. For example, poems 16 
and 17 (of my reconstruction) are both invitations spoken by 
a man to his beloved, whom he calls “bride”; also, in both 
poems Lebanon is mentioned. One might therefore see the 
two as a single poem, but I saw sufficient reason to separate 
them. Whereas in poem 16 Lebanon is a dangerous place, the 


twenty-six, eighteen, and so forth. Gordis also allows that, in 
his presentation, several of the poems are fragmentary and 
some may be “doublets ” The fact that scholars differ in their 
division of the text does not undermine the belief that the 
Song is not a unity. As Gordis explains: 


108 



THE SONG OF SONGS 


habitat of wild animals, in 17 it is associated with pleasant 
fragrance, like that of the beloved’s clothing. The tone of 17 
is gentler than that of 16 because its context is less threat¬ 
ening. The appearance of the words “bride” and “Lebanon” 
in both poems mav be the result of an editorial juxtaposi¬ 
tion; in other words, thev mav be the catchwords that led a 
compiler to place the poems alongside one another . 11 Finally, 
each poem makes a complete and separate argument: in 16, 
the woman is urged to leave her dangerous abode and join 
her lover; in 17, the speaker describes, from near rather than 
afar, the power of his beloved to excite him with her beauty 
and sensuality. Thus, while it is conceivable that the two 
poems were one, it benefits each to be read and heard 
separately. 

We have seen how, in oral literature like the Song, con¬ 
tent may suggest ways to delineate structure when structure 
is otherwise ambiguous. So too our perception of structure 
in the Song influences how we read its content. In the next 
chapter I explore the internal structure of the Song—the 
types of poems it comprises—as groundwork for further in¬ 
quiry into its meaning. 
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If the Song of Songs is not a structural unity, what 
kind of compilation is it? I believe it is best described as a col¬ 
lection of lvrics, specifically, lyric love poems. The reader 
mav not be satisfied with this definition, however, since the 
term “lvric,” at least in common usage, tends to be somewhat 
impressionistic. I propose in this chapter to explore what we 
mean bv this term—including obvious and less apparent 
meanings—and see how it applies to different types of 
poems in the Song. 

Let us begin with the obvious. If lyric verse is distin¬ 
guished from narrative and dramatic verse primarily by 
length and scope, all the poems in the Song would have to 
be seen as lvrics. So too, if we think of the lyric as sensual, 
the exquisitely rich imagery of the Song would certainly 
qualify the Song as lyric poetry (more on the subject of sen- 
sualitv and the senses in chapter 5). 

Indeed, the Song fits the etymological definition, which 
proclaims the lyric to be musical or songlike. A lyric (from 
the Greek /yra, meaning “lyre”) was originally a poem sung 
to musical accompaniment, and probably no other ancient 
text, at least in Western civilization, has been more often or 
more variously chanted, sung, and set to music. In this re¬ 
gard, the very title of the book —sir hassirim y “the Song of 
Songs”—is revealing. The relationship between poetry and 
song was undoubtedly a close one for the ancient Hebrews 
and is verv likelv related to the oral tradition from which the 

* j 

Song of Songs derives. Even beyond the time of its com¬ 
position and compilation, the Song was orally transmitted 
by the Jews, who continue to this day to chant it ritually on 
the Sabbath of Passover. In communities that follow kab- 
balistic practice (such as those of the Yemenite Jews and of 
the Sephardic-Jewish descendants of Spain), the Song is 
chanted weekly, just prior to the onset of the Sabbath. The 
Masorctic accent marks, used as notation for cantillation, 
have provided the basis of long and continuous traditions, 
many of which are still alive today. 

In addition to being ritually chanted, the words of the 
Song have often been set to music, a practice that has sur¬ 
vived into the modern era. Indeed, in Israel today, compos- 
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ers and musicians continue to set the Song to new melodies, 
reconfirming its place in Hebrew oral culture. One may say 
without exaggeration that, if “lyric” means “songlike,” the 
Song of Songs is a quintessential^ lyric collection. 

Brevity, sensuality, and musicality, however, do not suf¬ 
fice to characterize the lyric. The lyric, as we know it in the 
history of Western literature, tends to be a subjective form, 
expressive of personal feeling toward specific subject matter 
and addressed to a particular listener. The speaker of the lyric 
is usually a first-person singular voice, or I-speaker, al¬ 
though, as we shall see shortly, more than one voice may 
speak a lyric. While the subject matter of the lyric can vary 
widely—it may be simple or complex, commonplace or ex¬ 
traordinary, secular or religious, public or private—the 
speaker’s relationship to that subject is almost always per¬ 
sonal and intense. As for the audience of the lvric—by which 

* * 

I mean the listener whom the speaker addresses, not neces¬ 
sarily the readership of the poem—it too varies: it may be a 
beloved, a friend, a relation, a stranger, God, or even the self. 
The more intimate the relationship between speaker and au¬ 
dience, however, the more lyrical is the speech. 

To see what kinds of lyrics the Song comprises, then, it 
may be useful to examine its speakers in relation to their sub¬ 
ject matter and audience. In doing so, we may find Martin 
Buber’s concept of I-Thou relation to be helpful. By I-Thou 
Buber refers to primary, mutual relationship, which he dis¬ 
tinguishes from /-/r, or subject-object experience . 1 In the 
various poems of the Song in which a lover speaks to or 
about a beloved , 2 we might say that the potential for I-Thou 
relation exists. This is perhaps most evident when a speaker 
directly addresses a beloved, but it may also be felt when the 
beloved is spoken of only in the third person. In other 
poems of the Song, however—those that have erotic subject 
matter but do not focus on the beloved or the personal love 
experience—the I-Thou quality may be subordinate or ab¬ 
sent. The degree to which I-Thou relation is present in a 
poem provides one standard by which we may measure the 
poem’s lyricism; thus, we shall keep this feature in view as we 
analyze the various types of poems in the Song. 
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Before proceeding, I w ant to define tw'o terms: ‘‘mono¬ 
logue” and “dialogue” For the purposes of this discussion, 
a monologue is a poem having within it no change of 
speaker, w hether that poem is spoken by an individual or by 
a group; a dialogue is a poem in which conversation takes 
place betw een speakers or groups of speakers. I do not implv 
bv these terms any association wfith the genre of drama. 

The following, then, are six types of lyrics that can be 
distinguished in the Song: 

(a) the “love monologue”—a poem spoken bv an 
I-speaker to and/or about a beloved, in which the 
beloved is the implicit, but not necessarily the ex¬ 
plicit, audience (poems i, 4, 5 , 8 ,10, 12, 13, 15, 16, 17, 
20, 21 [symbolic], 23, 24, 25, 27, and 28); 

(b) the “love dialogue”—a conversation between two 
lovers (poems 3, 6, 7> 9,18, and 31); 

(c) a monologue spoken by an I-speaker in a love rela¬ 
tionship, to an audience outside that relationship 
(poems 2 and 30); 

(d) a monologue spoken by an unidentifiable speaker 
(probably a group) to an unspecified audience, 
about erotic subject matter, either direct or svm- 
bolic (poems 11,14, and 26); 

(e) a dialogue between an I-speaker and a group of 
speakers, about erotic subject matter (poems 22 
and 29); 

(f) the composite poem—a love monologue within 
which other speech, including both monologues 
and dialogues, is recorded (poem 19). 

(a) Love monologues—poems in which a single 
speaker, female or male, speaks to or about a beloved—make 
up over half the poems in the Song. Often in the love mono¬ 
logues, the beloved is directly addressed, and therefore is the 
explicit audience of the speech. Even when the beloved is not 
directly addressed, however, we might say that she or he, as 
the true focus of the speaker’s feelings, remains the implicit 
audience. Thus, the love monologue sometimes has a double 
audience: an apparent (explicit) hearer, such as a group of 
people outside the love relationship, and the true (implicit) 
audience, who is always the beloved. 
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Double audiences are found more frequently in love 
monologues spoken by females than in those spoken by 
males. Of the love monologues spoken by a woman (poems 
i, 5, 8,12,13, 24, 25, 27, and 28) all but 27 and 28 refer in part, 
if not entirely, to the beloved in the third person, thus im¬ 
plying some other audience besides him. 3 Often, as in all or 
parts of poems 5, 8, 12, 13, and 24, the speaker seems to be 
addressing herself—wishing, anticipating, or daydream¬ 
ing—as in a fantasy. In poems 8,13, and 25, she explicitly ad¬ 
dresses another audience, the “women of the city.” In all 
these poems, however, the focus of feeling remains the be¬ 
loved; he is the implicit audience of all these speeches. In 
poem 13, the speaker cannot address her beloved explicitly 
because he is absent, but the longing she expresses can be sat¬ 
isfied only by him. In 8, the food she requests, ostensibly 
from the city women (the Hebrew imperatives are directed 
to a plural “you”), is a metaphor for erotic attention, which 
only the beloved can actually provide. 

Thus I-Thou relation is strongly implied in all the love 
monologues spoken by women, even those ostensibly ad¬ 
dressed to listeners other than the beloved. I-Thou relation 
may seem more obvious, however, in the love monologues 
spoken by men (poems 4,10,15,16,17,20,21, and 23) because 
all of these, with the exception of poem 21, explicitly address 
the beloved. The male speakers of love monologues, unlike 
the females, never address a specified group of outsiders such 
as the city women, and only twice—in poems 21 and 23—do 
they seem to address themselves. In poem 21, we cannot in 
fact be certain of the gender of the speaker or the audience 
(the Hebrew leaves the question open), but the content of 
the poem, viewed symbolically, provides some clues. The 
speaker walks through a garden (“orchard” in my transla¬ 
tion), eyeing the pomegranates and vines. Elsewhere in the 
Song, the garden is associated with female sexuality, as are 
the images of vines and pomegranates (see the discussions of 
vines and gardens in “Six Central Motifs,” chapter 5). This 
small spring song seems to be a self-addressed male fantasy— 
a veiled description of an anticipated union with the be¬ 
loved. The mode of fantasy seems also to dominate poem 23, 
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which is addressed partlv to the beloved and partly to the 
self . 4 

Because male speakers in the love monologues (and, in 
fact, throughout the Song) only rarely seem to fantasize or 
address third persons but instead address their beloveds ex¬ 
plicitly, one might conjecture that, in the Song’s original cul¬ 
ture (as in ours), males were allowed more forthrightness 
than females. But women’s speech in the Song is hardly re¬ 
served or shy; on the contrary, it is uninhibited and even out¬ 
spoken, and the Song’s female speakers do not hesitate to 
initiate action. The propensity to fantasize thus does not 
seem to be inversely related to the ability' to speak or act di¬ 
rectly; at least among female speakers, both modes are prev¬ 
alent, and one is not a substitute for the other. 

Indeed, women may be seen as the Song’s central figures 
primarily because of their full participation in both direct 
and indirect kinds of speech, including modes of self¬ 
address. As Shelomo Dov Goitein notes: “In the majority of 
verses it is a woman who speaks, who acts, and, most sig¬ 
nificantly, who reflects. The book is conveyed to us mostly 
* * •* 

from the meditation of a woman’s heart and not a man’s .” 5 
Chaim Rabin goes even further, proposing that the entire 
Song may be a woman’s fantasy. He notes that the female 
speaker is the “chief person in the Song,” and that “she ex¬ 
presses deep and complicated emotions” compared with 
those expressed by the male. Rabin continues: “It is surely 
significant that there are a number of occasions when he 
speaks in her imagination, but never she in his. ... A case 
could be made out for the theory that everything the lover 
says is imagined by her, even if this is not expressly stated .” 6 

Rabin’s rather unusual proposal that we view the Song 
as entirely a female’s fantasy (a proposal I do not finally ac¬ 
cept) is perhaps not altogether surprising: one cannot help 
but be impressed both by the preponderance of female 
speech in the Song and by its variety, richness, and authen¬ 
ticity'. Unlike most of the Bible, the Song of Songs gives us 
women speaking out of their own experiences and their own 
imaginations, in words that do not seem filtered through the 
lens of patriarchal male consciousness. As Carol Meyers 
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writes: “The society depicted in the Bible is portrayed pri¬ 
marily from a male perspective, in terms of male accomplish¬ 
ments and in relation to a God for whom andromorphic 
imagery predominates. Yet in the Song, such characteristics 
disappear and in fact the opposite may be true; that is, a gy- 
nocentric mode predominates .” 7 In the Song, that is to say, 
women are central, not peripheral, and, I would add, their 
speech seems “true,” not imitative. 

Yet, I would also add, this is not to posit female domi¬ 
nation or to imply that men are derivative. The speech of 
men in the Song, even if limited to fewer modes (and some¬ 
what fewer lines) than that of women, also seems true—that 
is, not filtered through women’s imaginations, but authen¬ 
tically self-expressive. Indeed, I would argue that men’s 
speech in the Song is as authentic as women’s, despite—or 
actually, because of—the overwhelming linguistic similarity 
between the two. The equally rich, sensual, emotionally ex¬ 
pressive, and often playful language of the Song’s female and 
male voices (whether they are speaking directly or indirectly, 
to others or to themselves) seems to evidence a nonsexist, 
nonhierarchical culture—unique in the Bible. Rather than 
offering a reversal of stereotypical male-female relations, the 
Song provides a different model, one in which all hierarchi¬ 
cal domination is absent. Thus the Song expresses mutuality 
and balance between the sexes, along with an absence of ste¬ 
reotyped notions of masculine and feminine behavior and 
characteristics . 8 (I will pursue the subject of mutuality fur¬ 
ther in the discussion of the love dialogues, next, and I will 
take up related issues concerning male and female represen¬ 
tations in chapter 4.) 

Finally, the love monologues of both women and 
men—which are always intense, personal, and aimed ulti¬ 
mately at an audience of one, the beloved Thou —seem to be 
the purest form of lyric expression in the Song. 

(b) Love dialogues are poems in which two lovers speak 
to each other with invitations, mutual praise, or questions 
and replies. Because the two voices are I-speakers, each ex¬ 
pressing personal feeling to and about the other, we may 
consider these dialogues variations of the love lyric, even 
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though the lvric is usually thought of as the speech of a sin¬ 
gle voice. Poems 3, 6, 7, 9,18, and 31 are all examples of this 
type, although poem 9 is, strictly, a monologue within a 
monologue. It is a woman's speech, in which the speaker re¬ 
cords her lover’s words; thus, she refers to him in the third 
person, but he addresses her in the second person. Poem 18 
also departs slighdv from the dialogue form, in that it con¬ 
cludes with the interjection of a third voice addressing the 
lovers. 

While the love dialogues are often similar in tone, and 
all share the setting of the domesticated countryside, the 
most significant feature that they have in common is their 
expression of intimacy, or reciprocity of emotion. This rec¬ 
iprocity, characteristic of I-Thou relation, is obvious in the 
love dialogues because they are (with the exception of poem 
9) direct conversations. Not only do two speakers express 
mutual feelings; they often use similar metaphors and some¬ 
times identical phrases to describe their appreciation. For ex¬ 
ample, in poem 7, a man describes his beloved as a flower 
among brambles; she responds by describing him as a fruit 
tree in the thickets. In poem 6, a woman responds to her lov¬ 
er’s exclamation, “How fine / you are, my love,” with a sim¬ 
ilar outburst, “How fine / are you, my lover.” In poem 3, a 
woman’s request for information from her lover—“Tell me, 
my love, where you feed your sheep/And where vou rest in 
the afternoon”—may seem to elicit an evasive response; but 
in fact the tone of both voices is coy. This dialogue appears 
to be a lovers’ game of hide-and-seek. Similarly, the woman’s 
reply to her lover in poem 31 may sound like a rejection—“go 
now”—but as we will see (chapter 5), it is actually a veiled in¬ 
vitation to return later. 

Because the feeling of reciprocity is central to these dia¬ 
logues, I have sometimes emphasized this prosodically in the 
translations. For example, the English poem 7 is in iambic 
quatrains, each closing with the word “love.” This refrain, in¬ 
troduced to call attention to the parallel imagery of the two 
voices, substitutes for the synonymous parallelism—a pro¬ 
sodic technique of biblical verse—that characterizes these 
voices in the Hebrew and helps create the poem’s strong feel- 
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ing of mutuality. In the English of poem 31 a different tech¬ 
nique is used to a similar purpose: here, each of the two 
voices speaks an equal number of lines, divided into parallel 
rhythmic units. 

Because always two voices speak the love dialogues, 
these poems depart from a traditional conception of lyric 
form. But as love poems they express perhaps most perfectly 
the mutuality of I-Thou love in the Song’s paradisiacally 
nonsexist world. 

(c) Poems 2 and 50 are monologues spoken by an 
I-speaker, but not to a beloved, and only symbolically and 
secondarily about a beloved; in neither poem is the beloved 
felt to be the implicit audience. Although erotic relation¬ 
ships are alluded to in both poems (the vines and vineyards 
are sexual symbols), they are not the focus of the speeches. 
In poem 2, a woman addresses an audience of city women, 
that is, people outside any intimate love bond. Similarly in 
poem 30, a man addresses first an unspecified audience and 
then King Solomon, a figure of public power and wealth. 
The king is a foil for the speaker, whose defiant tone is sim¬ 
ilar to that of the speaker in poem 2. Both poems express 
self-pride more than love for an other, and although the self¬ 
esteem of the speakers is bolstered by erotic relationships in 
the background, the beloveds are not nearly as prominent as 
in the poems of types (a) and (b). The intensity of the speak¬ 
ers’ personal feeling toward their subject matter in poems 2 
and 30 contributes to the poems’ lyricism, but these poems 
are far less expressive of I-Thou feeling than are the love 
monologues and love dialogues. I have rendered 2 and 30 in 
metrical quatrains for formal effect. 

(d) Poems 11,14, and 26 are monologues spoken by un¬ 
identifiable speakers to unspecified audiences (except for the 
last stanza of poem 14, which is explicitly addressed to the 
daughters of Jerusalem). These poems refer, either directly 
or symbolically (in poem 11, through the image of the vines), 
to erotic relationships, but they are spoken by outside ob¬ 
servers rather than participants. While their mood is ani¬ 
mated, it is doubtful whether personal feeling is expressed. 
Although we cannot be certain on the basis of content or 
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grammar, the tone of these poems suggests groups of voices 
rather than individual speakers. In this way these poems are 
unlike the other monologues in the text and are less lyrical in 
expression. Because the personae of these poems are unclear, 
I set the English poems in the typeface designating uniden¬ 
tifiable speakers. 

(e) The dialogue poems 22 and 29 differ from the love 
dialogues in that neither offers an I-Thou conversation; 
rather, each of these dialogues is between an individual and 
a group of speakers. Poem 22 is dominated by a group of 
voices, probably men’s, praising a female dancer, who herself 
speaks but two lines. In tone and feeling, 22 most resembles 
poem 14 (of type d), where a chorus of voices (here probably 
women) describes the beauty of the marriage procession. In 
poem 29, a young sister replies to her protective older broth¬ 
ers with a tone of self-pride similar to that of the speakers of 
poems 2 and 30 (of type c). Although the subject matter of 
both 22 and 29 is erotic, I-Thou love is not the primary focus 
of either. I have rendered poems 22 and 29, as poems 14, 2, 
and 30, with metrical forms. 

(f) The composite poem, 19, constituting about an 
eighth of the entire Song, includes the voices of several 
speakers, in monologues and dialogues, explicitly addressing 
several audiences. It is set in a variety of contexts, shifting 
from the bedroom to the city streets and concluding in the 
garden. It also spans a range of moods, and seems even to 
have dramatic development, including climax and denoue¬ 
ment. But its frame—its opening and closing lines, which 
govern the poem’s situation—is that of a love monologue 
spoken by an I-speaker whose beloved is, throughout, the 
implicit audience. Thus, despite its length and structural 
complexity, which suggests some narrative and dramatic fea¬ 
tures, it is essentially lyric in expression. 

The poem begins with a woman’s declaration that, even 
as she sleeps, her heart remains awake. It is thus the only self- 
proclaimed dream poem in the collection, although, as we 
have seen, the dreamlike modes of wishing, anticipating, 
and daydreaming appear in several other poems. Relating 
her dream to an unspecified audience, possibly herself, the 
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speaker records the voice of her lover at the door. Thus far 
the poem is a monologue within a monologue, similar in 
structure to poem 9- But now the woman responds to her 
lover’s invitation, explicitly addressing herself: “Should I get 
up, get dressed, / and dirty my feet?” After this, the narrative 
element takes over, as the speaker describes a sequence that 
takes her from her bed to the door and finally into the city 
streets in search of her beloved. At the onset of this narrative 
sequence, the distinction between dream and waking life be¬ 
comes blurred; it is unclear whether subsequent events hap¬ 
pen within the speaker’s dream or whether she is now awake. 

Recounted in the narration is a terrifying encounter 
with the city guards: “The men who roam the streets,/ 
guarding the walls, / beat me and tear away my robe.” Fol¬ 
lowing this moment of violence, which is unmatched any¬ 
where else in the Song, the speaker, now quite distraught, 
turns from her storytelling to appeal directly to the city 
women. She asks them for help in finding her beloved, and 
they answer, skeptically, with a question: who is your love, 
that you make this demand on us? The woman then re¬ 
sponds with a lengthy description of her beloved in the form 
of a wasf (the features of the wasf are discussed in chapter 4). 
This waf constitutes a love monologue, similar to the one 
spoken by a male in poem 15, although here the beloved is 
referred to throughout in the third person. The closing lines 
of the wasf affirm the mutuality of the I-Thou relationship 
and climax the poem. 

The poem concludes with a short dialogue between the 
woman and the city women, who have been the explicit au¬ 
dience of this wasf. Impressed by her description of her be¬ 
loved, they are now quite ready to help her find him; but 
she has apparently calmed herself with her own recollection 
of his beauty and no longer wants the help that they are so 
eager (perhaps overeager?) to give. She tells the city women 
that her beloved is in “his garden” (with her) and that the 
love relationship is intact. Thus, in the closing stanzas of the 
poem, the woman reaffirms the I-Thou relationship and ex¬ 
cludes her explicit audience, the city women, from partici- 
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pation in it. The poem ends on a note of intimacy: 
anticipated reunion with the beloved. 

The biggest challenge in translating this poem was find¬ 
ing a form that would hold together its various sections and 
at the same time reveal similarities between these sections 
and the other poems in the collection. After much experi¬ 
mentation, I settled on a combination of free verse and met¬ 
rical forms. I began with lines of free verse to introduce the 
anxious dream-speech, then shifted to metrical lines for the 
dialogue with the city women. I rendered the wasf in iambic 
quatrains (similar to the treatment of the wasf in poem 22) 
and repeated the same meter in the concluding two stanzas, 
to extend the affirmative tone of the wasf into the poem’s res¬ 
olution. Thus, if the English translation of poem 19 looks 
like a small compilation of even smaller lyrics, it is because I 
wished to highlight its composite form. 
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This analysis has attempted to reveal similarities and dif¬ 
ferences among poems in the Song based on the degrees to 
which they share various features of the lyric and on the ways 
in which they express romantic and erotic love. We have seen 
that all the poems treat aspects of love and eros, and that all 
may be classified as lyrics. But some poems—those in which 
an I-Thou relationship is central—seem to be archetypal love 
lyrics, whereas others may be seen as variations on this ar¬ 
chetype. The collection as a whole emerges as a variegated 
compilation o i several types of love lyrics, expressing a wide 
range of feeling and tone. 
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It is A paradox of human nature that strangeness, like its 
opposite, often breeds contempt. While the Song has been 
widely celebrated bv Bible scholars and lay audiences alike, 
there is another mood—of uneasiness, even embarrass¬ 
ment—that sometimes murmurs beneath the din of the ap¬ 
plause. This discontent seems to surface in scholarly 
discussions of a kind of passage known as the wasf; these dis¬ 
cussions not only reveal some of the limitations of Bible 
scholarship in the realm of literary study, but they also ex¬ 
pose some of the prejudices most frequently applied to the 
Song as a whole. Primarily to shed light on these problems 
and to suggest solutions—including a method of interpre¬ 
tation that I used while translating—I treat the wasf as a sep¬ 
arate subject here. 

Wasf an Arabic word meaning '‘description,” has come 
to refer to a particular kind of poetic passage that describes 
through a series of images the parts of the human body. 
While wasfs are not uncommon in modern Arabic poetry, in 
ancient Hebrew literature they appear only in the Song of 
Songs. The similarity between certain passages in the Song 
and modern Arabic poems was discovered in the last cen- 
airv; as a result, the technical term wasf has become familiar 
in scholarly studies of the Song. 

Although the wasf shares stylistic features with the rest 
of the Song, relying for poetic effect on metaphor, imagery, 
parallelisms, and sound-plays, it is formally stricter and more 
predictable than any other material in the collection. Essen¬ 
tially a catalogue that describes in sequence (from top to bot¬ 
tom or bottom to top) segments of the male or female body, 
the wasf appears, in whole or in part, in several different 
types of poems in the Song. Poem 15 is a love monologue 
containing a partial wasf; 19 is a composite containing a com¬ 
plete wasf; 20 is a love monologue that repeats part of the 
wasf found in 15; and 22, framed as a dialogue, contains an¬ 
other complete wasf Of these four wasfs , those in poems 15, 
20, and 22 are descriptions of a female, while that in 19 de¬ 
scribes a male. 

Not only is the form of the wasf fairly rigid and its sub¬ 
ject matter determined at the outset, but its treatment of the 
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The Wasf subject also follows a pattern: each part of the physique is de¬ 
scribed by means of specific, often unlikely images drawn 
from the realms of nature and artifice. While the imagery in 
the wasf is usually visual, sometimes it appeals to other 
senses, as in the tactile “breasts like fawns" or the aromatic 
“lips like lilies." 

It has been my observation that the imagery in the wasfs 
is often associated by English readers with the “peculiar" po¬ 
etic character of the Song and with the “exotic” nature of an¬ 
cient Hebrew sensibility. When giving readings of my trans¬ 
lation, I find audiences especially curious to hear how I 
rendered those strings of strange images known to them pre¬ 
viously through the standard translations. More difficult to 
understand, however, is the reaction to the wasf of Bible 
scholars, who are presumably familiar enough with ancient 
Hebrew culture not to find it exotic. Here are some typical 
examples of what the scholars have to say: 

To our sensibilities the images are admittedly comical and 
puzzling. Consequendy, one must infer cither that this 
was the poet’s intention, in which case the wasfs are not 
“descriptive love songs” at all but parodies, or that our 
perspective radically differs from the poet’s. 1 

Only as playful banter can be rationally explained the gro¬ 
tesque description by the lover to the damsel of her neck 
as “like the tower of David built for an armoury,” of her 
nose “as the tower of Lebanon which looketh toward Da¬ 
mascus,” and of her head like mount Carmel (iv 4, vn 5, 

6 ), and similar comical comparisons of her other limbs. 2 

The comparison of the girl’s hair to a flock of goats would 
have been straightforward and legitimate if mention of 
the slopes of Gilead had been omitted. As the image 
stands, the mountain background is, in reference to a 
girl’s head, too large for the goats, for if they are bunched 
together there are too many slopes bare of goats, but if 
they are scattered the emphasis fails upon the girl’s hairs 
rather than her hair. Thus the figure is bizarre, if not gro¬ 
tesque, possibly by intent of the author. 3 

“Comical,” “puzzling,” “bizarre," “grotesque"—do 
these words aptly describe the imagery in the Song? If so, 
what words might describe acclaimed passages in English lit¬ 
erature, such as the conceits of the metaphysical poets: for 
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example, Crashaw’s comparison in “The Weeper” of Mary The Wasf 
Magdalene’s tears to “two faithful fountains;/Two walking 
baths; two weeping motions;/Portable, and compendious 
oceans”; or Donne’s two lovers like legs of a compass in “A 
Valediction: Forbidding Mourning”? And how shall we 
characterize the poetry of the modern age, including the im- 
agism of writers like Pound, Moore, Williams, H. D.? Will 
it not seem odd to find poets comparing the view inside a 
subwav station to a branch of a tree, as in Pound’s famous 
two-line poem “In a Station of the Metro”: “The apparition 
of these faces in the crowd; / Petals on a wet, black bough”? 

How will we even begin to understand foreign literatures 
that make poetic statements like this one: “Inside of one po¬ 
tato/there are mountains and rivers ”? 4 

The point is obvious: the difficulty resides not in the na¬ 
ture of the wasfs but in the critical interpretation. The flaw 
is not in the text but in the failure of scholars to appreciate 
the very essence of metaphor, at the core of great poetry 
from manv eras and cultures. This essence is the extensive 
psychic association that the poet Robert Bly calls “leaping”: 

Thought of in terms of language, leaping is the ability to 
associate fast. In a great ancient or modern poem, the 
considerable distance between the associations, the dis¬ 
tance the spark has to leap, gives the lines their bottomless 
feeling, their space, and the speed of the association in¬ 
creases the excitement of the poetry. 5 

It is essentially this leap of the metaphor—the leap be¬ 
tween the object and the image that describes it, that is, be¬ 
tween tenor and vehicle—which troubles Bible scholars. 

Richard Soulen, the author of the first passage quoted 
above, points out that a fault with scholarly interpretation 
lies in its literalistic approach . 6 This seems right, especially if 
we understand literalism here to mean the need to find be¬ 
tween tenor and vehicle a one-to-one correspondence in all 
details. So Leroy Waterman, in the third passage quoted 
above, cannot accept the metaphor of hair like a flock of 
goats on a mountainside because the relation in size between 
hairs and a head is not in proportion to that between goats 
and a mountain. 
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The Was/ At the other extreme, however, Soulen proposes to elim¬ 
inate all visualizable correspondence between tenor and ve¬ 
hicle, arguing that this is what T. S. Eliot had in mind when 
he spoke of the “objective correlative .” Soulen writes: 

Its [the wasfs] purpose is not to provide a parallel to vi¬ 
sual appearance or, as vve shall see, primarily to describe 
feminine or masculine qualities metaphorically. The ter- 
tiurn compamtionis must be seen instead in the feelings 
and sense experiences of the poet himself who then uses 
a vivid and familiar imagery to present to his hearers 
knowledge of those feelings in the form of art. 

Soulen is right to note that the imagery in the wasfs is vivid 
and familiar, for certainly it must have been so in the cultural 
context of its time. But he offers little to make it similarly 
vivid or familiar to us, since he declines to analyze it in its 
particulars, to find in it specific objective correlatives for emo¬ 
tional experience. Rather, he concludes: 

That interpretation is most correct which sees the im¬ 
agery of the wasf as a means of arousing emotions con¬ 
sonant with those experienced by the suitor as he beholds 
the fullness of his beloved’s attributes. . . . Just as the sen¬ 
sual experiences of love, beauty, and joy are vivid but in¬ 
effable, so the description which centers in and seeks to 
convey these very subjective feelings must for that reason 
be unanalytical and imprecise. 

This is hardly a valid application of Eliot’s principle, nor 
is it an accurate description of what poetry does, for it fails 
to address the question of how emotions are aroused in the 
reader—how, finally, the ineffable ideal is conveyed through 
words. By reducing the imagery in the wasfs to vague evo¬ 
cations of ineffable feelings, Soulen deprives the relationship 
between tenor and vehicle of all meaning. The point of com¬ 
parison between a woman’s hair and flocks of goats on a 
mountainside lies, for him, “simply in the emotional con- 
gruity existing between two beautiful yet otherwise dispa¬ 
rate sights.” But if this were so, the poet might have chosen 
any beautiful thing; there would hardly be a point to un¬ 
derstanding this particular metaphor, or any other. More¬ 
over, there would be no way to distinguish an apt metaphor 
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from a poor one, here or in any text, for as long as tenor and The Wasf 
vehicle had vaguely similar emotional associations, the met¬ 
aphor would hold true. 

But one expects more of good poetry, and the Song ful¬ 
fills these expectations. In fact, the metaphors in the Song ex¬ 
press a sophisticated poetic sensibility that, although foreign 
to us today, can be made accessible through a method of in¬ 
terpretive reading. This method consists of adopting the ap¬ 
propriate perspective, making explicit the implicit context, 
filling in the unverbalized details. 

Take the image that has so perturbed the scholars. When 
one views the scene from a distance, the sight of goats wind¬ 
ing down the slopes of the Israeli countryside is striking: the 
dark animals weave a graceful pattern against the paler back¬ 
ground of the hills. This image of contour and contrast may 
thus suggest dark waves of hair cascading down a woman’s 
back. Similarly, a herd of sheep, emerging fresh from the 
water, provides an ingenious metaphor when seen from afar: 
the paired, white animals may call to mind twin rows of 
white teeth. If this seems contrived to our sensibilities, we 
should at least recognize that it is no more so than the Pe¬ 
trarchan convention comparing teeth to pearls. In fact, most 
of the images in the wasfs are no more difficult to visualize 
than the more familiar Petrarchan figures of speech found in 
Renaissance poetry. With probing, even the most abstruse 
images become clear. Consider the forehead behind the veil, 
which is compared to a slice of pomegranate. It is puzzling 
only at first; after reflecting on it with the mind’s eve, we see 
a gleam of red seeds through a net of white membrane. 

Might this not be like rosy skin glimpsed through a mesh of 
white veil? Once we see the image, we find it no more arti¬ 
ficial—and no less artful—chan the Petrarchan comparison 
of cheeks to roses. 

It is unnecessary and unfortunate to dismiss the images 
of the wasf as either bizarre or imprecise. Meaningful inter¬ 
pretation lies between these extremes, in nonlitcralistic vi¬ 
sualization. Thus in translating the wasfs , when an image 
required familiarity with a foreign landscape, I sometimes 
suggested vantage points or settings that would allow mod- 
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The Wasf ern English readers to sec in it what the original audience 
might have seen. Where the King James states, “Thy hair is 
as a flock of goats, that appear from mount Gilead,” I ren¬ 
dered, “Your hair—/as black as goats/winding down the 
slopes,” hinting at color and contour where they might oth¬ 
erwise be missed. For the same reason, I often eliminated 
proper place-names and substituted descriptions, as here in 
“the slopes” for “Mount Gilead” and, in another wasf “two 
silent pools” for “pools in Heshbon,” “the hills” for “Da¬ 
mascus,” “majestic mountain” for “Carmel.” (See “Four 
Basic Contexts” in chapter 5 for further discussion of place- 
names, and the note to poem 22 in chapter 6 for more in¬ 
formation about these particular places.) When an image 
was not primarily visual, I tried to indicate its specific sen¬ 
sory appeal, as in “Lips like lilies, sweet / And wet with dew ” 
Occasionally, to keep a metaphor from sounding hackneyed, 
I introduced a new detail, as in “Hair in waves of black / 
Like wings of ravens.” Although wings are not mentioned in 
the original, neither is it likely that the Hebrew phrase “black 
as a raven” was, in its time, the cliche it has become in En¬ 
glish today. 

Thus the method of interpretive visualization often led 
me to lines that differ considerably from those in the stan¬ 
dard translations. My goal was to let the images be vivid, not 
puzzling, pictures of a foreign but accessible culture, in 
hopes that the Song as a whole, and the wasfs in particular, 
might be demystified for both scholarly and general 
audiences. 


Sometimes what is most mystifying, however, is not dif¬ 
ficult at all—it is only challenging to our commonest expec¬ 
tations. Such is the case with female and male roles and 
images in the wasf— and indeed in the whole of the Song. As 
we shall see, this topic also leads to speculation concerning 
the Song’s origins. The following passage from Soulen’s ar¬ 
ticle should help illuminate some of the problems with 
scholarly interpretation of the issue: 

The poetic imagination at work in 5:10-16 where the 
maiden speaks of her lover is less sensuous and imagina- 
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tivc than in the wasfs of chapters 4 and 7 [where male 
speakers describe females]. This is due in part to the lim¬ 
ited subject matter and may even be due to the difference 
in erotic imagination between poet and poetess. 

Now let us look again at the text. A glance at the wasf in 
5:10—16 (poem 19) reveals it to be no less sensuous and imag¬ 
inative than anv of the other wasfs. Soulen’s evaluation, 
then, perhaps derives from a preconception that the descrip¬ 
tion of a man’s bodv, as opposed to a woman’s, is necessarily 
“limited subject matter.” Indeed, such a preconception may 
not be surprising in a culture in which men are taught to be¬ 
lieve that exaltation of male beauty is frivolous or, worse, 
embarrassing. With such bias, any attempt to describe or 
praise the male bodv would be doomed to fail. However, this 
bias was hardlv embedded in the poetic imagination of the 
original text: there is nothing embarrassed about the female 
voice speaking the wasf and certainly nothing “limited” in 
the description. 

Soulen’s further (literarilv naive) assumption of a “po¬ 
etess” behind the female persona is more surprising in con¬ 
text, because, like so many scholars, he refers in general to 
the Song’s author as male. There is a double prejudice at 
work here. Throughout his article, Soulen speaks of the poet 
in the masculine gender, seeming to disregard the possibility 
that women may have contributed to the authorship of the 
text. But when faced with a description of male beauty, he 
assumes that the passage was composed by a female, at which 
point he dismisses it as not warranting further study. (The 
quoted statement comes from a footnote; Soulen never even 
mentions this wasf again in his text.) Finally, he assumes that 
“poet” and “poetess” have different (levels of? qualities of?) 
“erotic imagination.” The imagination of the “poetess” is, 
for Soulen, not just different, but inferior; it is the possible 
cause of a less lively poem. 

Although this type of prejudicial attitude is, unfortu¬ 
nately, not unique among Bible scholars, Soulen’s general 
presumption of a male author for the Song is not shared by 
all, and is today being challenged more than ever. One of the 
first modern Bible scholars to question the notion was Goi- 
tein, who, in 1957, wrote: “Had we not received a tradition 
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The Wasf that King Solomon wrote this Song, we would say that a 
woman composed it. The book of the Song of Songs is a fe¬ 
male composition, written from the point of view of the 
woman, not the man.” 7 While it is not clear that Goitein is 
arguing explicitly for female authorship here, he seems at 
least to suggest that possibility, and without demeaning the 
Song’s status because of it. Indeed, a decade later Goitein 
went on to develop his theory about the participation of 
women in biblical composition, particularly as poets, in a 
fascinating essay entitled “Women as Creators of Types of 
Literature in the Bible.” 8 Largely as a result of feminist 
scholarship in the last two decades, Goitein’s ideas seem less 
far-fetched to Bible scholars today than once they may have 
seemed. 9 

The allowance that women may have contributed to the 
Song’s authorship seems more than reasonable, given what 
we know and what we may deduce of the Song’s back¬ 
ground. The supposition of an oral folk tradition assumes 
the participation of both women and men in composition 
and transmittal, and the main subject matter of the Song— 
erotic love—was certainly within the domain of women no 
less than men in ancient Israel. Moreover, as Bible scholar 
Carol Meyers points out, the Song’s emphasis on the rural 
(that is, non institutional) and domestic domains (about 
which I will say more in the next chapter) reflects aspects of 
life in which women were primary . 10 

Indeed, the preponderance and authenticity of women’s 
voices in the Song, as noted in chapter 3, may suggest a con¬ 
text of origin that is quite different from that of other bib¬ 
lical texts. In any case, it is clear that the Song itself, in sharp 
contrast to many of the critical voices that once surrounded 
it, offers a thoroughly nonsexist view of heterosexual love. 11 
As we saw in our analysis of love monologues and dialogues, 
women in the Song speak as assertively as men, initiating ac¬ 
tion at least as often; so too, men are free to be as gentle, as 
vulnerable, even as coy as women. Not only in the wasfs but 
throughout the Song, men and women are mutually praised 
for their sensual appeal and beauty. 

Consonant with this mutuality between the sexes, in the 
world of the Song no domination exists between human 
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beings and the rest of nature; rather, interrelationship pre¬ 
vails. The presentation of natural phenomena as metaphors, 
in the wasfs and elsewhere in the Song, and as contexts and 
motifs (discussed in chapter 5) reveals a nonalienated and 
nonnaive stance. Nature in the Song is neither idealized as 
good nor subjugated—or demonized—because wild. In¬ 
stead, it is depicted in the richness of its many manifesta¬ 
tions, and always with respect for its power. 

Sexist interpretation of the wasf> then, and of the Song 
in general, is a striking example of how the text can be dis¬ 
torted by culturally biased reading. To interpret the Song 
with integrity, we must shed the cultural blinders that make 
what is foreign seem strange. It may turn out that this an¬ 
cient text has something new to teach about the redemption 
of sexuality and love in our fallen world . 12 


The Wasf 


i35 




CHAPTER 5 


Contexts, Themes, 
and Motifs 


























THE SONG OF SONGS 


Woven into the tapestry of the Song arc recurrent pat¬ 
terns that suggest the presence of literary conventions, anal¬ 
ogous in some wavs to the Petrarchan conventions of 
Renaissance poetry. To uncover and illuminate recurrent 
material in the Song mav draw us closer to the distant cul¬ 
tural source of this poetrv, while also deepening our appre¬ 
ciation of the individual poems and of the collection as a 
w hole. The following discussions are intended to reveal pat¬ 
terns in the text by illuminating settings and ambiance 
(which I call “contexts”), underlying premises and ideas 
(“themes”), and repeated images and symbols (“motifs”). 
These categories were not fixed in my mind prior to trans¬ 
lating; rather, thev emerged during the process and, espe- 
ciallv, afterwards, when I was able to step back from the text 
once again and see its contours from a new vantage point. 

** FOUR BASIC CONTEXTS 

Context as setting is not equally dominant in all the poems 
of the Song; some poems depend crucially on setting for 
their arguments or moods, while others seem not to “take 
place” anywhere in particular, but to focus more on internal 
(psvchological) space. Yet even when the setting of a poem 
is undefined, ambiance or atmosphere is present to some de¬ 
gree. Context changes often in the Song, from poem to 
poem and sometimes within poems, creating kaleidoscopic 
shifts of pattern. Out of this mo\'ement we can isolate four 
basic contexts that, either separately or in combination, 
color most of the poems in the Song: 

(a) the cultivated or habitable countryside; 

(b) the wild or remote natural landscape and its 
elements; 

(c) interior environments (houses, halls, rooms); 

(d) city streets. 

(a) All the love dialogues and many of the love mono¬ 
logues take place, at least in part, in the countryside. The pas¬ 
tures of poem 3, the grove of poem 6, the valley and thicket 
of poem 7, the blossoming spring landscapes of poems 9, 21, 
and 24, the rocks and ravines of poem 10, the hills of poems 
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Contexts, 12, 15, and 31, the gardens of poems 18, 19, and 31, and the 
Themes, shade of the quince tree in poem 27 are all tempting and con- 
and Motifs ducive sites f or love. Either of the lovers may take the initia¬ 
tive in these settings, which themselves seem to invite 
lovemaking. The poems that share these lush pastoral con¬ 
texts tend to portray young, idealized love: the pleasure of 
anticipation finds at least as much expression here as does the 
experience of fulfillment. Although the lovers are often sep¬ 
arated in the countryside, reunions are expected. Thus, in 
the benign and receptive rural landscape, invitations to love 
are playful, suffused with feelings of happy arousal. 

The countryside also sets the scene, as background if not 
foreground, for other types of poems —2, 11, and 30 —that 
are not love monologues or dialogues. In each of these, the 
country is represented by the vineyard, a special kind of 
place (discussed below as a separate motif). As we have al¬ 
ready observed and shall presendy see further, the tone of 
these poems is quite different from that of the love mono¬ 
logues just mentioned. 

(b) Although nature is generally receptive to the human 
lovers of the Song, another kind of natural context lends a 
very different ambiance to several poems. This is the land¬ 
scape of wild, remote, sometimes dangerous nature: the de¬ 
sert/wilderness of poems 14 and 26, the mountain lairs of 
poem 16, the seas and rivers of poem 28, and the staring eye 
of the heavens in poems 2 and 20. These elements of nature 
suggest distant or overwhelming forces, which evoke anxiety 
or a sense of urgency, as in poems 16 and 28, or create a mi¬ 
ragelike atmosphere, as in poems 14 and 26, or suggest mys¬ 
tery, as in poems 2 and 20. Although these natural elements 
are sometimes central images rather than complete settings, 
their effect in the poems is always strong; the poems that 
share this ambiance have a different mood from others in the 
collection, a mood permeated by awe. In contrast to the 
countryside setting, this context does not support intimacy; 
here nature can keep the lovers apart or be a fearsome back¬ 
drop to their union. The expression of love is not playful but 
reverent, sometimes even overwhelmed. Not just I-Thou 
love is expressed in this context, but a variety of emotional 


140 



THE SONG OF SONGS 


experiences, balancing the more predictable range found in Contexts ; 
the countryside. Themes, 

(e) Interior environments take sev eral forms in the ***4 Motifs 
Song—the king's chambers in poems i and 5, the winehall in 
poem 8, the speaker’s bedroom in poems 13 and 19, and the 
mother’s house in poems 13 and 25—all associated with love- 
making. In addition, poem 9 opens with a woman inside her 
house, listening for the voice of her lover, and poem 24 clos¬ 
es with an anticipated return from the countryside to the 
doorwavs of the lovers’ home, where, the speaker promises, 
the lovemaking will reach its climax. The interior environ¬ 
ment often encourages the modes of dreams and fantasies, 
and the imagination seems to have its freest reign here. 

Associated twice with the interior context of the home 
is the figure of the mother. The mother’s house is the most 
intimate and protected environment in the Song; for this 
reason, the speakers of poems 13 and 25 want to lead their be¬ 
loveds out of the streets and back to this private place, where 
they will be completely free to express their love. 

The supportive bond of love between mother and child, 
which is implied in these poems (and in others not set in this 
context: 14,20, 27), is in sharp contrast to some of the sibling 
relationships portrayed in the Song. In poem 2, for example, 
the “mother’s sons” seem to have punished their sister for 
being sexually active; again in 29, the brothers want to pro¬ 
tect their sister from, or punish her for, having erotic expe¬ 
rience (see the note to poem 29 in chapter 6). Siblings, 
however, are not always portrayed as hostile; in poem 25 the 
speaker says that if her lover were her brother, she would feel 
free to kiss him in the public streets, which implies that sib¬ 
ling affection, besides being considered natural, is assumed 
by the speaker to be socially acceptable. And of course, the 
metaphorical phrase “my sister, my bride” (poems 17 and 18) 
also suggests that affection was an inherent aspect of sibling 
relationships (see the note to poem 17 in chapter 6). 

Strikingly, no mention of a father—or of the father’s 
home—appears anywhere in the Song. 1 Rather, male figures 
(with the exception of male lovers, and “the king” when 
used as a metaphor for the lover) play more distant roles, 
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Contexts , making their appearances in more public contexts. Public so- 
Thcmcs , cietv, as we shall see next, creates a sharply different context 
and Motifs f rom the microcosm of the home. 

(d) Of all the contexts of the Song, the public domain 
of the city is the one least sympathetic to the lovers. Thus the 
city watchmen, or guards, are of no help to the woman 
searching for her beloved in poem 13; in poem 19 these same 
figures violate the female lover. The speaker of poem 25 
senses the city’s danger: she knows she cannot kiss her be¬ 
loved in the streets without exposing herself to ridicule. The 
citv women (literally, “daughters of Jerusalem” or “daugh¬ 
ters of Zion”) are another group of spectators whose atti¬ 
tude toward the lovers is less than sympathetic: in poems 8, 

13, and 25 they must be adjured not to disturb the lovemak¬ 
ing; in poem 19 they offer to help the woman find her be¬ 
loved only after she entices them with a description of his 
charms. In poem 2, the city women are the hostile audience 
of a rural woman whose dark beauty they scorn. (In poem 

14, the only other poem in which the daughters of Jerusalem 
appear, they play a different role. This poem is set in the des¬ 
ert rather than the city, and the women here are associated 
not with the public streets but with the entourage of the 
king. I have therefore distinguished them in this context by 
referring to them, in a more literal translation, as “Jerusa¬ 
lem’s daughters.”) Like the city guards, the city women pro¬ 
vide a foil against which the intimate world-of-two emerges 
as an ideal; their presence contributes to the conflict and ten¬ 
sion that often emerge in poems having urban settings. (I 
shall explore these ideas further in the ensuing discussions of 
themes.) 


Related to the subject of contexts are proper place- 
names, which appear frequently in the Hebrew text. In He¬ 
brew these names often have considerable resonance, but in 
translation they lose a great deal. The places named in the 
Hebrew include Jerusalem /Zion, Ein Gedi, Lebanon, 
Mount Gilead, Amana, Senir, Hermon, Tirza, Heshbon, 
Bat-Rabbim, Damascus, Carmel, and Baal-Hamon. I re- 
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taincd specific names in the translations when I thought they 
had clear associations for a contemporary English reader, or 
when I felt that specificity added to, rather than detracted 
from, the point of the poem. For example, in poem 20 I 
chose to use the names “Tirza” and “Jerusalem” instead of 
referring generally to “cities,” because the musicalitv of the 
one, alongside the familiarity of the other, contributed, I 
felt, to the poem’s atmosphere. More often than not, 
though, I interpreted the meanings of place-names for the 
English reader, as in the example of “the slopes” for Mount 
Gilead (cited in chapter 4). I did not strive for consistency in 
making these choices; as elsewhere, my decisions were based 
on the demands of the individual poems and what I believed 
would allow maximum expression in English verse. 

^ FIVE THEMES AND THEIR VARIATIONS 

The themes I analyze here were isolated for various reasons: 
to point out conceptual connections among poems, to ex¬ 
plain otherwise enigmatic material, and to illuminate the in¬ 
tellectual and emotional fabric from which the poems in the 
Song arc cut. This analysis does not attempt to cover all the 
thematic material in the Song, but treats instead what plays 
a significant, though not necessarily obvious, role. The fol¬ 
lowing five themes not only recur but overlap, representing 
interwoven threads of meaning in over half the poems of the 
Song: 

(a) beckoning the beloved (poems 1, 9, 10, 16, 24, 31); 

(b) banishing the beloved—the theme of secret love 
(poems 12,15, 31); 

(c) searching for the beloved (poems 3, 13, 19); 

(d) the self in a hostile world (poems 2, 29, 30); 

(e) praise of love itself (poems 23, 28). 

(a) Beckoning the beloved, a classic theme in the West¬ 
ern courtly love tradition, is central to manv of the love 
monologues and dialogues in the Song. Unlike the poetry of 
courtly love, however, in the Song both female and male 
speakers beckon—or make invitations to—the beloved. As 
might be expected, beckoning is often accompanied by 
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Contexts , praise; as a part of courting, beckoning is enhanced by the 
Themes, lavishing of compliments. Poems that share this theme por- 
and Motifs tra y t ^ e id ea ii sm an d romanticism of courtship and often 
have a mood of wondrous expectation about them. Their 
tone tends to be flirtatious and often coy, though sometimes 
they are also quite passionate. 

The literary devices used to beckon the beloved are var¬ 
ious. Sometimes praise and entreaties suffice, as in poems i, 
io, and 31. The speakers of poems 9 and 24 describe the lush 
countryside in an effort to induce their beloveds to join them 
there. The argument of these poems is that of the classic 
spring song: all of nature is mating—why not we too? 
Poem 16, in contrast, depicts an ominous landscape; the 
speaker urges his beloved to leave the danger, to “come 
away” with him. 

A linguistic feature associated with the theme of beck¬ 
oning is the frequent use of verbal imperatives. “Take me 
away” (literally, “pull me”) says the speaker of poem 1. In 
poems 9, 10, 16, and 24, the speakers use verbal imperatives 
to extend invitations, which I rendered consistently with the 
verb “come.” I chose this verb in part to suggest thematic 
similarity among these poems, and partly because more lit¬ 
eral translations (“get up,” “show me,” “go”) lack the delicate 
evocativeness of the Hebrew. The first half of poem 31, 
which also uses an imperative, seemed to me so imploring in 
tone that I rendered the imperative as a request: “will you let 

me hear you?” 

✓ 

In part, the pathos of these poems derives from the pain 
of the implied separation of the lovers and the strength of 
their desire to be united. Again, as distinct from the later po¬ 
etry of the Western tradition, in these poems emotions arc 
shared equally by both lovers, and may be expressed at dif¬ 
ferent moments by either one of them. This mutuality onlv 

¥ ¥ ¥ 

intensifies the pathos of separation in the Song. Separation 
is involved in other themes as well, and is crucial, as we shall 
see next, to the theme of secret love. 

(b) In poems 12 and 15 and in the second half of 31, the 

male lover/ beloved either is chased away or voluntarily leaves 

¥ ¥ 

the woman. Poems 12 and 31 may seem particularly puzzling. 
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because the female speaker refers to her beloved with an en¬ 
dearing love name as she banishes him. In poem 31, she is re¬ 
sponding to her lover’s tender invitation, and one hardly 
expects her to be unsympathetic. In fact, in neither poem is 
her tone angry or even aloof; yet she is firm in her com¬ 
mands: as in the passages of beckoning, verbal imperatives 
are used (“turn round” and “go,” in my translation). What 
are we to make of this? 

The kev to these poems lies, I believe, in viewing the ro¬ 
mance as secret, an affair that can be consummated only at 
night, when the lovers are not exposed to public scrutiny. By 
chasing her beloved away in poems 12 and 31, the woman is 
not rejecting him, only exercising caution. The male speaker 
acts from the same motivation at the close of poem 15. 

This interpretation accounts for otherwise enigmatic 
statements that most standard Bible translations attempt to 
circumvent. For example, in the second stanza of poem 31 
the female speaker responds to her lover’s invitation with the 
rather abrupt-sounding command If rah, which means, lit¬ 
erally, “flee.” Perhaps because this seems, on first reading, out 
of tone with the rest of the passage, the standard translations 
alter the meaning: the King James and Revised Standard 
Versions render if rah as “make haste,” and The New Ameri¬ 
can Bible reads “come into the open.” But there is no mis¬ 
taking the meaning of the biblical Hebrew text. The word 
If rah is neither rare nor ambiguous; it means not “come” or 
even “make haste,” but “run awav—flee.” 

So too, in the second stanza of poem 12, the female 
speaker tells her beloved to sov —literally, “turn,” the impli¬ 
cation being “turn away from me.” Sov , in this passage, seems 
to be analogous to If rah in poem 31, as we can see from read¬ 
ing further in each poem. Both commands are followed by 
elaborate instructions from the speakers: lines reading, lit¬ 
erally, “make yourself, my beloved, like a gazelle or young 
stag on the split mountains” in poem 12, and “my beloved, 
make yourself like a gazelle or young stag on the mountains 
of spices” in poem 31. These lines—so similar as to sound al¬ 
most like a refrain—seem to link the meaning and intention 
of the women’s speech in the two poems. 
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Finally, the same Hebrew lines that precede sov in poem 
12—literally, “until the day breathes and the shadows disap¬ 
pear” (in my translation, “Until the day is over/And the 
shadows flee”)—also precede the statement made by the 
male speaker at the end of poem 15. In the latter, the speaker 
voluntarily resolves to go away to the mountains/ hills (here 
they are “the mountain of myrrh” and “the hill of frankin¬ 
cense,” rendered together in my translation as “the hills /of 
fragrant bloom”) “until the day breathes and the shadows 
disappear” (in my translation, “Until /the day is over,/shad¬ 
ows gone”). Thus, the closing of poem 15 seems also to be 
linked to the endings of poems 12 and 31; indeed, the situa¬ 
tion of all three passages seems the same. In all three, the 
male lover is expected to remove himself from his beloved by 
running away to the hills; but the qualifying phrase “until 
the day is over” in poems 12 and 15 limits the duration of the 
separation. Underlying the explicit speech of all three poems 
is the unspoken understanding that the man will return to 
his beloved later—at night, when they will be out of public 
view. 

My reading of the phrase “until the day breathes” as 
“until the day is over” supports the above interpretation. 
Some scholars, however, take this phrase to mean “until the 
day breaks.” Mine, I believe, is the simpler reading, in that it 
assumes the shadows are ordinary sun-shadows whose de¬ 
parture suggests day’s end. Moreover, in a hot Mediterra¬ 
nean climate the day indeed seems to breathe at dusk, when 
the afternoon wind rises and the air begins to cool. 

Additional support for finding the theme of secret love 
is contained in the double entendres of these poems. The 
mountains/hills—whether fragrant or split—may be read as 
metaphors for the woman’s body, just as the gazelle/stag 
may be seen as a metaphor for the man. Thus, on the met¬ 
aphorical level, at the very moment of separation the lovers’ 
reunion is prefigured. 

In our discussion of contexts, we saw that the public do¬ 
main is unsympathetic to the lovers and that the city is the 
setting most threatening to the love relationship. Now we 
see that sometimes even in the countryside, where both male 
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and female speakers express the desire to meet, the lovers feel 
that their rendezvous must be kept secret, confined to night¬ 
time. This mav be because of fear of public censure, or it may 
be a kind of fiction, part of a lovers’ game. In either case, the 
theme of secret love explains otherwise baffling statements in 
at least three poems in the Song, and may deepen our un¬ 
derstanding of other poems as well. For example, beckoning 
may now be seen as a counterpoint to secrecy: one lover 
coaxes while the other cautiously hides away. This explains 
the shvness or covness of the hidden lover, and the fervor of 
the one extending the invitation. 

The role of the public, as it relates to the theme of secret 
love, has implications for the interpretation of yet other 
kinds of poems. It is especially important to the next two 
themes. 

(c) Searching for the beloved is the explicit theme of 
poems 13 and 19. Both poems open in the bedroom and then 
move into the city streets, where the speaker encounters the 
public world. In her search for her beloved, the female 
speaker of each poem first comes upon the city watchmen, 
who in poem 13 are unresponsive, and in poem 19 are actually 
brutal. These are the only two poems in which the figures of 
the guards appear, and it is difficult to speculate about their 
actual role in society. However, as representatives of the pub¬ 
lic domain—groups of people outside the love relation¬ 
ship—they conform to a general pattern in the Song: they 
represent the real world, so to speak, against which the ideal 
world-of-two is contrasted. 

The city women constitute another such group that ap¬ 
pears in several poems of the Song. Although never as 
threatening as the male guards, these figures are often aloof 
and sometimes hostile spectators, situated outside the love 
relationship. When their aid is solicited to find the lost be¬ 
loved in poem 19, they respond at first with reluctance and 
suspicion, as if to say: what’s so special about your lover that 
we should bother to help you find him? But after the woman 
replies with a lengthy and detailed description of him, the 
women are eager to participate in the search. At this point, 
the speaker turns them away, affirming that she knows where 
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to find her beloved after all. The closing of this poem sug¬ 
gests that the search for the beloved, frenzied though it 
seems, may be only a fiction or a game. In other terms, the 
search may be a metaphorical way of describing the loss that 
is felt whenever the beloved is not near, even if his where¬ 
abouts are known. Alternatively, the conclusion of the poem 
may be a bluff, or a desperate fantasy or wish. In either case, 
when the city women are ready to offer help, they are per¬ 
ceived as intruders. This perception may also explain why, in 
poem 13, the women are adjured not to wake or rouse the 
lovers, that is, not to disturb them in their lovemaking (for 
a more detailed explanation of this adjuration, see the note 
to poem 8 in chapter 6). 

If we take the view that the urban searches in poems 13 
and 19 are fictions or metaphors for feelings of loss, rather 
than actual odysseys into the streets, we may gain insight 
into the pastoral search that is the theme of poem 3. Here the 
speaker directly addresses her beloved with the request to 
know where she can find him while he is tending his flock, 
which is to say, during the daytime. The question, one de¬ 
duces, is asked at night when the lovers are together and by 
themselves. The tone of the dialogue is coy rather than fran¬ 
tic, which is appropriate to a lovers’ game. It is misguided to 
find the response of the male speaker cold or harshly evasive. 
The question itself is asked playfully, and the response im¬ 
plies that the woman is not really in need of an answer: “If 
you don’t know,” says the man—implying that she knows 
perfectly well where he may be found. 

While the woman addresses her beloved directly in this 
poem, she also makes reference to other individuals outside 
the intimate relationship. She does not, she says, want to go 
about begging directions from her lover’s friends. The 
friends here play a role similar to that of the city women in 
other poems. Though they may not be hostile, neither can 
they be expected to be of much help. They too represent the 
public domain, which is repeatedly in conflict with the lov¬ 
ers’ wish to be united. 

(d) In poems 2 and 30, which make symbolic reference 
to erotic experience but are not specifically addressed to the 
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beloved, we sec vet another aspect of the role of figures out¬ 
side the love relationship. Both these poems are monologues 
addressed to representatives of the public domain: the city 
women in one instance. King Solomon in the other. While 
neither Solomon nor the city women speak in these poems, 
w e are invited to deduce their attitudes from the defiant and 
even indignant tones of the monologues. 

The purpose of the postures struck by the speakers of 
these poems is self-assertion; both speakers present them¬ 
selves in contrast to the outside world. Thus in poem 2, the 
speaker asserts that she is black and beautiful, even though 
others—the city women—may consider her dark skin un¬ 
attractive. In poem 30, the speaker argues that his vine¬ 
yard—a symbol for his beloved — is more valuable to him 
than the vineyard of the king. In both poems, the security 
provided by the love relationship gives the speakers confi¬ 
dence and even a measure of audacity, with which they are 
able to confront the public world. 

Similarly, the female speaker in the dialogue poem 29 re¬ 
plies to the speech of her over protective brothers with a dec¬ 
laration of her lover’s regard for her. The men in this poem 
seem to have a punitive attitude toward their younger sister, 
w ho responds to them with a proud defiance of their au¬ 
thorin'. (The brothers referred to in poem 2 may have a sim¬ 
ilar attitude toward their sister.) 

Indignation, defiance, fear, and hostility are emotions 
that have their parts in the Song, emerging often, as we have 
seen, in connection with the public domain. We find in the 
Song that self-love, like love of the other, meets often with 
challenges from the outside world but finds constant support 
in the intimate world-of-two. 

(c) Explicit in only tw'o poems, but implied in almost all 
the poems in the collection, is praise of love itself. As the 
opening lines of poem 23 exclaim, “Of all pleasure, how 
sweet / Is the taste of love!” While poem 23 does not pursue 
this thought explicitly, shifting instead to praise of the be¬ 
loved, poem 28 is devoted almost entirely to praise of love. 
In this sense, poem 28 is unique in the collection, and dis¬ 
tinguishes itself further by its use of hyperbole and singular 
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Contexts , imagery. It is the only poem in the Song that mentions 
Themes , death, pitting death against love in a contest for power. Love 
and Motifs does not necessarily conquer death, the poem expounds, but 
neither is it conquered by it. Love blazes despite all attempts 
to put it out. 

The opening lines of poem 23 and the middle stanzas of 
poem 28 make two different statements about love: whereas 
the one proclaims the sensual joy of love, the other asserts its 
power. These two appreciations represent the emotional 
range of the text. The themes treated above indicate that the 
fabric of the Song is not smooth and even-textured, but 
knotted with tension and struggle. These aspects of partic¬ 
ular love relationships are proclaimed to be the nature of 
love itself in poems 23 and 28. Taken as a whole, the Song el¬ 
oquently expresses some of the paradoxes of erotic love: con¬ 
flict that intensifies passion, painful separation that 
heightens the pleasure of union, intimate bonding with the 
other that gives the individual courage to stand alone. 

fa SIX CENTRAL MOTIFS 

Interwoven among the dominant themes of the Song are 
other, more delicate strands of meaning: images and sym¬ 
bols embroidered into the design of the tapestry. These are 
what I call motifs; the following recur most often and seem 
most prominent: 

(a) flora and fauna, and artifice, as complementary 
sources of imagery; 

(b) the vines and the vinevard, as a special place and as 
metaphors and symbols; 

(c) the garden, as a special place and as an extended 
metaphor; 

(d) eating and drinking as erotic metaphors; 

(e) regality and wealth, as metaphors, figures, and foils; 

(f) sensuality and the senses. 

(a) The references to flora and fauna in the Song are so 
many and various that the Song has come to be thought of 
as nature poetry. It is true that “‘nature poetry 1 is a clumsy 
term,” as the poet Wendell Berry points out, “for there is a 
sense in which most poetry is nature poetry; most poets, 
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even those least interested in nature, have found in the world Contexts. 
an abundant stock of symbols and metaphors/' 2 But in the Themes, 
Song, flora and fauna are essential: they abound everywhere, and Motifs 
in foregrounds and backgrounds, as real, metaphorical, and 
symbolic. Plants and animals appear as depictions of the nat¬ 
ural landscape (as in poems 3, 6, 9, 16, 19, 21, 24, 27, and 31), 
as metaphors for the beloved (for example, in poems 4,5, 7, 

9,10,12,18, 23, and 31), and as metaphors for parts of the hu¬ 
man body (the best examples of these are in the wasfc). The 
animals in the Song include the mare, dove, gazelle, deer, 
nightingale (“songbird,” in my translation), turtledove 
(“dove,” in my translation), fox, lion, leopard, and raven. 

Most of these are identifiable bv their biblical Hebrew 

* 

names, although the standard English Bibles give somewhat 
differing translations for a few—for example, “stag” or 
“hart” for deer, “jackal” for fox. The plants mentioned in the 
Song are even more numerous—over twenty-five varieties of 
trees, shrubs, flowers, herbs, fruits, nuts, spices, and nec¬ 
tars—and their identification is more problematic. Because 
botanical images are so numerous and recurrent in the Song, 

I will comment on their identification, interpretation, and 
translation before discussing their relationship to the world 
of artifice. 

Like most botanical references in the Bible, those in the 
Song are difficult to identify because their biblical names do 
not necessarily correspond to modern Hebrew usage. For 
example, while today the word tappuah means “apple ” it 
must have referred to something else in biblical times, be¬ 
cause apples were not indigenous to ancient Israel. The 
translations in standard English Bibles and other versions of 
the Song tend to be misleading because the translators have 
hardly investigated the original referents of biblical plant 
names. And when modern versions do depart from the tra¬ 
ditional renderings, they often do no more than guess at the 
meaning of these words; they rarely go so far as to attempt 
to determine the impact these images might have had in 
their original poetic contexts. 

I believe that faithful translation of botanical imagery in 
the Song has three stages: first, accurate identification of the 
referent of the biblical Hebrew plant name, to the extent 
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Contexts , possible; second, interpretation of the effect of the image in 

Themes , its original poetic context; finally, choice of an English word 

and Motifs or ph rase that will both evoke the original landscape and 
have an analogous effect in the new context of the English 
poem. 

I was greatly assisted in the first stage by the findings of 
the research institute Neot Kedumim (the Gardens of Is¬ 
rael). The staff members at Neot Kedumim have done im¬ 
portant work in the field of biblical botany; by consulting 
native speakers of languages that are cognate with Hebrew 
but that, unlike Hebrew, have retained the same common 
botanical names over the centuries, they have succeeded in 
identifying many of the plants named in the Bible. In ad¬ 
dition, by cultivating and studying the terrain of present-day 
Israel, they have been able to make reasonable conjectures 
about the vegetation of biblical times. I considered the in¬ 
formation provided by Neot Kedumim to be authoritative in 
most cases, and I used it as the basis for the next two stages, 
the interpretation of effect and the choice of English 
analogues. 

I applied my overall approach to interpretation and 
translation, discussed in previous chapters, to my transla¬ 
tions of botanical imagery. For example, when a flower was 
used in the Song as a metaphor, I tried first to determine the 
point of the comparison: was it visual beauty, or fragrance, 
or perhaps texture that was being called to mind? I then 
searched for an equivalent image in English, one that would 
have similar impact on the modern reader. When using spe¬ 
cific names, I tried, as often as possible, to name in English 
the same plants referred to in the Hebrew; but if these plants 
had accrued, over the centuries, inappropriate associations 
(as with myrrh and frankincense), or if the English names 
sounded archaic or otherwise awkward, I found alternate 
expressions. In addition, I sometimes substituted descrip¬ 
tions for specific names (such as “sweet fruit tree growing 
wild” for tappuah; see the note to poem 7 in chapter 6) and 
sometimes named plants of related species or having similar 
characteristics. I did not translate botanical images consis¬ 
tently from poem to poem, but let the demands of the in¬ 
dividual poems guide my decisions. For example, I translated 
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the oft-mentioned sosannab (narcissus) at different moments 
as “narcissus,” “lily,” “daffodil,” “wildflower,” and sometimes 
simply “flower”; in some cases I used different translations 
within a single poem, in order to stress a particular point in 
English (see, for example, poem 7 and the note to it in chap¬ 
ter 6). Although I translated these images with considerable 
flexibility, I tried throughout to respect the integrity of the 
original landscape by never naming plants that could not 
have been part of it; I also did not name plants that would 
be totally unfamiliar to modern English readers. 

The decisions I made in translating botanical images 
were especially difficult because these images, more than 
most others, convey specific, culture-bound information 
that resists migration. Plants tend not to be hardy travelers, 
so one must take pains when carrying them across to new 
terrain, lest their vitality be endangered. 

Although plant and animal images are found through¬ 
out the Song, they are by no means the exclusive source of 
metaphor. Even in the wasfs, which rely heavily on natural 
imagery, metaphors are drawn from the realms of artifice— 
art, craft, and architecture—and these seem to mingle freely 
with metaphors from nature. Thus in the wasf of poem 19, 
the man’s hair is black as a raven, his eyes are like doves, his 
cheeks like spices, his lips like flowers, and his stature or ap¬ 
pearance like cedars in the mountains; but his arms are cyl¬ 
inders of gold studded with jewels, his belly is a slab of ivory 
inlaid with gems, and his legs are marble columns set on gold 
stands—all images evoking sculptural and architectural 
forms. Similarly, in the wasf of poem 15, the woman’s lips are 
like threads of silk and her neck like a tower adorned with 
shields, images of artifice and architecture that are inter¬ 
spersed among images from nature—doves, goats, sheep, 
pomegranates, fawns. So too in the wasf of poem 22, thighs 
like spinning jewels suggest the artisan’s handicraft, and the 
towerlike neck and face connote architectural grandeur, but 
the natural landscape—of wheat, flowers, pools, and moun¬ 
tains—lends images for other parts of the body. 3 

In addition, the artifice of military society provides im¬ 
ages for some poems in the Song. The tower in poem 15 is 
hung with the shields of warriors; the wall, door, and turrets 
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Contexts , of poem 29 suggest the structure of a fortress; sixty sword - 

Themes, bearing warriors in poem 14 attend the procession of the 
andMotifi king It 

is fascinating to note that military imagery in the 
Song applies more often to descriptions of a female than of 
a male—one more example of the Song’s reversal of our ste¬ 
reotypical expectations . 4 

Finally, the argument of poem 4 makes explicit what is 
implied throughout the Song: while the beloved is perceived 
as naturally beautiful, the speaker sees no harm in adding ar¬ 
tificial adornment; artifice does not compete with nature but 
complements it. Similar to other contrasts we have ob¬ 
served—such as between public and private domains or sep¬ 
aration and union of lovers—the relationship between the 
natural world and the world of human artifacts is mutually 
intensifying and contributes to the density of the Song’s 
texture. 

(b) The words gefen, “vine,” and kerem , “vineyard,” ap¬ 
pear in eight poems in the Song, often more than once in 
each. I have translated these words in various wavs—“vine,” 
“vineyard,” “grapevine,” “grapes”—depending on the needs 
of the English poems. For the sake of this discussion, how¬ 
ever, I will revert to a stricter distinction between the two 
Hebrew words. Gefen appears in poems 9, 21, 23, and 24; 
kerem , in poems 2,5,11, 24, and 30. 

In poems 9, 21, and 24, gefen refers to the grapevine in 
the stage of budding or early fruit, when it gives forth fra¬ 
grance. All three of these poems are spring songs, and the 
gefen is one of the details in the springtime landscape. In all 
three, moreover, the budding vines are associated with erotic 
experience, invited or anticipated by one of the lovers. In 
poem 23, gefen appears in the phrase esttlot baggefen , “clus¬ 
ters of the vine”; here the reference is to the mature fruit, and 
I have rendered it “clusters of grapes.” The poet evokes the 
smooth round fruit of the vine as a metaphor for the be¬ 
loved’s breasts. 

The word kerem is also used in various ways. In poem 24 
it refers to a vineyard, which, like the fields where the henna 
blooms, is an appealing site for the lovers. In poem 5 it is as¬ 
sociated with Ein Gedi, where, according to the poem, kofer. 


154 



THE SONG OF SONGS 


“henna” (“blossoms,” in my translation), is found. Because 
Ein Gedi is an oasis in the desert and henna does not grow 
on vines, the kerem of poem 5 seems to be not a vineyard but 
a general place of vegetation; I have rendered it here as 
“oasis.” 

While in both poems 5 and 24 kerem refers to a place of 
vegetation, a wider range of meanings is suggested in poems 
2,11, and 30, because it is impossible to interpret these poems 
coherently without a symbolic reading. In each of these 
poems, kerem is mentioned several times, and once in each it 
is in the first-person possessive: “my vineyard” in poems 2 
and 30, “our vineyards” in poem 11. In poems 2 and 30 an em¬ 
phatic modifier, selli , “mine,” follows the possessive karmi , 
“mv vineyard”; I have indicated this emphatically possessive 
construction in the English with the phrase “my own.” The 
female speaker of poem 2 says that she has been made to 
watch the vineyards (although the Hebrew does not specify 
whose these are, we mav deduce from the context that thev 
belong to the speaker's brothers), and meanwhile she has not 
watched her own. The male speaker of poem 30 says that Sol¬ 
omon has a prosperous vineyard but that his, the speaker’s, 
own vineyard is more precious to him than Solomon’s. Both 
poems suggest that the vineyard is to be understood as more 
than a literal place; at least when referred to in the possessive 
form, it seems to be also a symbol for female sexuality. Thus 
when the woman speaks of her own vineyard, she refers to 
herself; when the man speaks of his own vineyard, he refers 
to his beloved. In poem 2, the woman alludes to not having 
guarded her own sexuality; in poem 30, the speaker asserts 
that his beloved is not to be shared with anyone else. 

Poem 11 contains the most cryptic of all the references to 
kerem , because here it is unclear who is speaking and to 
whom. But once again the poem makes most sense if we un¬ 
derstand the kerem symbolically: the foxes (a masculine noun 
in the Hebrew) are raiding the vineyards and therefore must 
be caught; if the “little foxes” are young men, might the 
vineyards be young women? 

It should not be disconcerting to find kerem used in sev¬ 
eral different ways in the collection. The accumulated mean- 
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ings enhance the resonance of each occurrence of the motif, 
and from this layering comes textural richness. 

(c) The garden, like the vineyard, appears in several dif¬ 
ferent poems in the Song, sometimes as a location and 
sometimes as a metaphor for the female beloved. Even 
when it refers to a location, however, it is generally associ¬ 
ated with the woman, and it sometimes simultaneously sym¬ 
bolizes her. 

In poem 31, the garden is the place where the female be¬ 
loved is situated; in the penultimate stanza of poem 19, it is 
a place entered by a male. The walnut orchard of poem 21 is 
literally a “walnut garden,” to which the speaker “goes 
down” (“walking,” in my translation) to observe the open¬ 
ing of the flowers. In poem 19, the male beloved “has gone 
down” (“has gone to walk,” in my translation) to “his gar¬ 
den” to feed his sheep and gather flowers. The links between 
these two passages—the same verb and the similar refer¬ 
ences to flowers or flowering—make a strong argument for 
viewing the otherwise unidentifiable speaker of poem 21 as 
male. The association of the garden with the female beloved 
in poem 31 further suggests a symbolic level of meaning in 
poems 19 and 21: the garden represents the female beloved, 
who is “gone down to” by the male; the gathering and eating 
of flowers may be read as the male’s erotic play on the wom¬ 
an’s body, and the opening of the flowers as the woman’s 
erotic response. 

In poem 18, the garden is explicitly erotic, functioning as 
an extended metaphor that describes the beloved. The word 
gan, “garden,” appears five times in the Hebrew poem, three 
times in the possessive (“my garden” and “his garden”). Like 
the vineyard in poems 2 and 30, the garden in poem 18 can 
belong to either the woman or the man, but it seems to refer 
in both cases to the woman herself or to her sexuality. Thus 
the female speaker calls upon the winds to breathe on gunni , 
“my garden,” invoking her beloved to come to ganno , “his 
garden.” The two references are, of course, to the same gar¬ 
den, and to avoid confusion in the English I omitted the 
phrase “his garden” here. In the following stanza, the male 
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speaker replies that he has come to “my garden,” thus ac¬ 
cepting the gift: that the woman has offered. 

As in poem 19, the male speaker in poem 18 gathers 
plants (this time spices rather than flowers) in his garden, 
and also feasts there. Because poem 18 is controlled by an ex¬ 
tended metaphor in which the female is compared to the gar¬ 
den itself, to the water that flows in it, and to all the varieties 
of vegetation (fruits, flowers, woods, spices) that grow in it, 
the activities of the male in the garden—entering, gather¬ 
ing, and eating—are also to be seen as erotic. The use of the 
garden as an extended metaphor here (analyzed in more de¬ 
tail in the note to poem 18 in chapter 6) suggests ways to view 
the motif of eating and drinking in other poems as well. 

(d) The Hebrew word-root } kl> “eat,” appears three 
times in the Song, all in poem 19, where I have translated it 
variously as “share,” “taste,” and “feast”—verbs that build in 
intensity as they approach the poem’s climax. The female 
speaker in the poem expresses the wish that her beloved will 
come to his garden and eat (“share”) its choice fruits; the 
male speaker replies that he has come to gather spices, to eat 
(“taste”) his honev and drink his wine and milk. At the con¬ 
clusion of the poem, a third voice invites the two lovers to 
eat (“feast”) and drink, even to the point of intoxication 
(“drink deeply,” in my translation). Clearly, eating and 
drinking are symbols of erotic experience; the association of 
eating and drinking with the garden, and with the activity 
of gathering in particular, suggests that eroticism is implied 
also in other settings where eating and drinking occur. 

For example, in the penultimate stanza of poem 19, the 
woman says that her beloved has gone down to his garden 
lir‘ot, “to pasture” (in my version, “to feed his sheep”), and 
to gather flowers. In the last stanza she refers to him as haro ( eh 
bassosannim, “the one who pastures among the flowers,” an 
appellation that appears in poem 12 as well (I translate the 
phrase, in both instances, “Who leads his flock to feed / 
Among the flowers”). The Hebrew word for pasturing, or 
feeding one’s flocks, also appears in poem 3: there the female 
speaker asks her beloved where he pastures (“where you feed 
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your sheep,” in my version), and the male speaker replies by 
telling her to pasture her own flocks among the fields of the 
other “ones who pasture” (“the shepherds,” in my transla¬ 
tion). In all these cases where the word-root r‘h appears, 
there is an implied second level of meaning. Because pastur¬ 
ing is associated with the garden, with flowers, and with 
gathering—all of which have erotic connotations, the more 
so when they appear in combination—there is the strong 
suggestion that pasturing means not only feeding one’s flock 
but feeding oneself in the act of love. Because the garden 
and its flowers are, as we have seen, often associated with the 
female body, pasturing is usually symbolic of male sexual ac¬ 
tivity. The one who pastures in the flowers is always a male 
(although poem 3 contains a reference to a woman who pas¬ 
tures, flowers are not mentioned in that instance). 

Other, more direct references to the activities of eating 
and drinking, however, are not restricted to males; these too 
have erotic associations. In poem 7, the female speaker says 
that her beloved’s fruit is sweet to her palate (“I taste your 
love,” in my translation); here the male is compared to a fruit 
tree, and the speaker finds pleasure in dwelling in his shadow 
and tasting his fruit. In poem 8, the female speaker asks to 
be refreshed and sustained with raisincakes and quinces—an 
unusual request from one who is “sick with love ” It seems 
that her hunger is not so much for cakes and fruits as for her 
lover’s embrace, about which she fantasizes in the succeed¬ 
ing lines. 

The food in the Song most emphatically associated with 
lovemaking is wine. More than once it is mentioned by way 
of complimenting a beloved: for example, that her mouth is 
like good wine (poem 23), or that her lovemaking is better 
than wine (poem 17), or that his lovemaking is better than 
wine (poem 1). The speaker of poem 17 goes on to praise his 
beloved in detail, not failing to mention the taste of honey 
and milk on her tongue, thus making explicit the association 
between lovemaking and food. Honey and milk (probably a 
“fixed pair,” a convention of oral poetry) are linked with 
wine in poem 18 as well. In both poems, honey and milk lend 
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added sweetness to the imagery of the wine and reinforce its 
erotic overtones. 

The imagery of wine is perhaps nowhere more erotic, 
however, than in poem 25, where it is in parallel position to 
the nectar of pomegranates. The speaker of this poem offers 
to take her beloved to her mother’s home, where she will give 
him spiced wine and the juice of her pomegranate to drink. 
The pomegranate, long recognized as a fertility symbol in 
ancient culture, is mentioned in connection with females 
several times in the Song: as a fruit of the gardens in poems 
18 and 21, and as a metaphor for the woman’s forehead in the 
wasfs. In poem 25 it seems to be a symbol, like the vineyard, 
of the woman’s sexuality, an image that the first-person pos¬ 
sessive, “niv pomegranate,” emphasizes. The lines that fol¬ 
low' are the same as those that follow the request for food in 
poem 8 (which, incidentally, takes place in a winehall); and 
in both instances, the allusions to feasting lead into the 
woman’s fantasy of her beloved’s embrace. Feasting, it 
seems, always has erotic overtones in the Song, and wine is 
the intoxicating temptation to the feast. 

(e) Like the other motifs discussed here, regality is 
treated in various ways in the Song, but unlike the others, its 
connotations can be either positive or negative. Thus w'hen 
the beloved is compared to a king, as in poems 1 and 5, the 
regal image is clearly a compliment, a w ? ay of expressing af¬ 
fection and esteem. This is also the effect of calling the 
woman a princess in poem 22, and of stating, in the same 
poem, that she captures kings in the tresses of her hair—as 
if to say that her beauty is capable of attracting anyone. In 
poem 2, the image of King Solomon’s tapestries also has 
positive associations: it is a metaphor for the speaker’s black 

and lovelv skin. 

✓ 

But in other poems, regality acts as a foil for the speaker 
or the beloved. The most vehement assertion is in poem 30, 
in which the speaker contrasts his ow n vinevard with the 
king’s, and proclaims his own to be superior. Similarly, but 
without the tone ot defiance, the speaker of poem 20 sets his 
beloved against a backdrop of sixty queens, and proclaims 
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Contexts , her so remarkable that even these regal figures sing her 
Themes , praises. In both poems, the speaker contrasts the uniqueness 
and Motifs b c | ovct j w jth t h c multitude of the regal holdings. The 

vineyard in poem 30 yields great wealth for its owner (the 
Hebrew specifies a thousand pieces of silver); in poem 20, 
the queens, concubines (“brides,” in my translation), and 
young women, who are all the possessions of the king, num¬ 
ber in the scores. But these large numbers, signifying afflu¬ 
ence and luxury, cannot compete, in the speaker’s eyes, with 
his one, own beloved. He would not, he declares in poem 30, 
trade his beloved for all of Solomon’s harem. 

Wealth cannot compete with love, suggest the speakers 
of these poems. The female speaker of poem 28 asserts even 
more emphatically that a man is to be scorned if he attempts 
to buy love in the marketplace. Even were he to offer, as the 
Hebrew indicates, “all the wealth of his house,” he could 
never purchase love with money. 

Wealth, however, like regality, has more than one con¬ 
notation in the Song. In poem 4 the speaker offers to adorn 
his beloved with gold and silver, gifts offered in the spirit of 
love. In poem 14, the poem in which regality is most central, 
the splendors of wealth—gold, silver, and cedar—adorn the 
king’s wedding procession. The exquisite appeals of the im¬ 
agery—the smells of the incense, the colors of the carriage— 
make regality and wealth seem enthralling; as fervently as 
they are elsewhere scorned, they are here celebrated. This 
discrepancy in attitudes toward the figure of the king attests 
again to the benefit of reading the poems of the Song as dis¬ 
crete units rather than parts of a unified whole. 

(f) It should by now be apparent that the Song is a text 
extraordinarily rich with sensory imagery. By far the most 
prevalent sensory material in the text is visual (especially in 
the wasfs)\ in addition, references to sight and to visions re¬ 
cur in several places (in poem 20; also in poem 17, where a 
flash of the beloved’s eyes thrills the heart). References to 
smell are also abundant, as in the many mentions of flowers, 
fruits, spices, perfumes, and even the aroma of the Lebanon 
mountains. The sense of taste is evoked in several poems, al¬ 
ways seeming to suggest erotic experience. Sound is used less 
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metaphorically, but the sounds of voices are important erotic 
enticements (as in poems 9, 10, 19, and 31); and, of course, 
sound-plays are essential in the construction of the Hebrew 
verse itself, alliteration being a common poetic device. The 
sense of touch is evoked with every wish for the lover’s em¬ 
brace (for example, in the couplets preceding the adjurations 
in poems 8 and 25) and is further implied in some of the more 
elusive metaphors (breasts “like fawns” in poems 15 and 22, 
and like “clusters of grapes” in poem 23). Finally, synaes- 
thesia is used to striking effect in poem 1, where a name, as 
remembered or heard, is associated with fragrance (see the 
note to poem 1 in chapter 6). 

While I have not treated each of the senses as a separate 
motif, their importance is, I hope, apparent from the dis¬ 
cussions of the other motifs to which they relate. Indeed, 
there is probably nothing more essential to appreciation of 
poetic effect in the Song than a readiness to respond to 
sensuality. 
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The following notes treat selected matters of interpre¬ 
tation in the individual poems; many of the comments con¬ 
tained here are based on discussions in the preceding 
chapters. Because these notes, like the rest of this study, are 
intended for the general reader and the Bible scholar alike, I 
usually direct my comments to the English poems, as pre¬ 
sented in mv translation, as well as to the Hebrew poems, as 
presented in mv reconstruction of the original text as a lyric 
anthology. Citations of lines always refer to the lines in my 
translation or my reconstruction of the Hebrew; for exam¬ 
ple, line i of the English poem i is: “O for your kiss! For your 
love. 1 ' (On occasion chapter and verse are referred to; these 
indicate the traditional divisions that appear in the Maso- 
retic text of the Hebrew Bible.) Although the Hebrew and 
English poems correspond by number, the line numbers do 
not always correspond. For example, lines 1-2 of the Hebrew 
poem 3 are equivalent to line 1 of the English poem 3; line 1 
of the Hebrew poem 12 is equivalent to lines 1-2 of the En¬ 
glish poem 12. 

For readers who do not know Hebrew, word-for-word 
translations, which I refer to as “literal,” are provided when¬ 
ever the Hebrew is cited and its meaning is not apparent 
from the context. When alternate readings of a word or 
phrase are given, they are set off by commas and the word 
“or” in upper case letters. Thus, in the literal translation 
“your name is poured, or green, oil, ” “green” is an alternate 
reading for “poured.” 


TITLE 

Chapter 1, verse 1, of the Hebrew, sirhassirim }a ser lislomoh, is 
the wonderfully alliterative title of the work, and not part of 
any poem. Literally, this phrase means “the song of songs, 
which is by, or to, or of, or about, Solomon.” “The song 
of songs” is a superlative construction like u king of kings” or 
“holy of holies,” and probably means “the greatest of all 
songs.” Another interpretation is “the song composed of 
songs,” referring to the structure of the text as a compilation. 
In the standard English translations, the book’s title is ren¬ 
dered variously—“the Song of Songs,” “the Song of Solo- 
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Notes mon, 1 ’ “Canticles"—but “the Song of Songs,’’ commonly 
to the Poems abbreviated “the Song,’’ is the name most used by scholars 
today. 

The third word of the Hebrew title, ’ a ser y “which," ap¬ 
pears nowhere else in the text; rather, the prefix se- is used, 
thirty-two times. This is evidence that the title is an editorial 
addition. Since the preposition preceding Solomon’s name 
can have any of several meanings, it is unclear whether those 
who bestowed the title were attributing authorship of the 
Song to Solomon, or were dedicating the Song to him, or 
were claiming it to have been part of the royal possessions. 
The same preposition occurs with David’s name in the open¬ 
ing lines of the Psalms, where it is probably meant to indi¬ 
cate that the Psalms belonged to the collection of King 
David, that is, were written by him. While for centuries the 
Song was traditionally viewed as Solomon’s creation, today 
few, if any, scholars believe that Solomon had anything to do 
with the composition of the text. 

Moreover, contrary to popular belief, Solomon is nei¬ 
ther a speaker nor a principal character in the Song. His 
name appears in the Hebrew in six instances besides the title 
(poem 2, poem 14 three times, poem 30 twice), where I have 
sometimes rendered it as “the king.” Yet in none of these 
poems is Solomon the speaker, and only in poem 14 is he the 
primary focus of attention. As explained above (chapter 5), 
the references to Solomon and to “the king” seem to be part 
of a literary motif, used to create poetic contrasts. It is un¬ 
likely that the historical person of King Solomon is intended 
as a persona in any of the poems. 

POEM I 

The opening two lines of the Hebrew have a confusing 
grammatical feature: the verb forms and pronominal suffixes 
shift from third to second person. Similarly, in lines 6 and 7 
of the Hebrew, the references shift from second person back 
to third. Thus, kjv * translates lines 1-2, “Let him kiss me 


*A key to the abbreviations that arc used in this chapter appears at the back 
of the book. 
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with the kisses of his mouth: for thy love is better than 
wine”; and lines 6-7, “Draw me, we will run after thee\ the 
King hath brought me into his chambers” (emphasis added, 
this paragraph and next). But this translation, which implies 
a change of characters, is misleading. In fact, the shift of 
grammatical person is characteristic of biblical style and 
should not be understood as a change of referent; so agree 
most commentators. 1 The assumption of a third character 
here violates the lyric I-Thou relation in the poem, and 
makes the causal relationship implied by the syntax—“Let 
him kiss me . . . for thy love is better than wine”—peculiar. 
It is better to understand the addressed beloved and the third 
person as the same figure. The king may be seen as a meta¬ 
phor for the beloved, whose attractiveness to the speaker is 
described in regal (which is to say, the loftiest) terms. To em¬ 
phasize this I have introduced a simile into line 6 of the En¬ 
glish: “ Like a king to his rooms—” 

Note too that the verb in the first line of the Hebrew, 
yissaqeni , is translated by kjv and most others as a jussive: “ let 
him kiss me.” The imperfect aspect (biblical Hebrew’s future 
tense) sometimes conveys wish or command; in this poem, 
it expresses the mode of wishing found often in love mono¬ 
logues spoken by women in the Song. I rendered it here as 
“O for your kiss!” 

The Hebrew line 4 reads, literally, “your name is poured, 
or green, oil.” Oil, here and throughout the Song, refers to 
fragrant oils used as perfumes; thus the point is that the 
name is sweet-smelling (hence my translation, “your . . . 
sweet name”). In what sense can a name be compared to a 
fragrance? The reference may be to the sound of the name, 
as suggested in the nab translation: “Your name spoken is a 
spreading perfume—”; this synaesthetic interpretation suits 
well the erotic context. Then too, the image may have a more 
abstract meaning: names may be said to be like smells in their 
ability to mark, and thus evoke, individual identity. A 
sweetly fragrant name might be one that pleasantly calls to 
mind its bearer, much as a whiff of a familiar perfume can 
do. Whether as uttered or only as called to mind, the name 
of the beloved has powerful sensual impact on the speaker of 
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Notes this line. The line is further emphasized in the Hebrew by its 
to the Poems strong semantic alliteration: semen turaq s'mekba? 


POEM 2 

This is one of the most controversial poems in the text. Spo¬ 
ken by a woman to an audience of hostile observers, the city 
women (literally, “the daughters of Jerusalem”), it is a state¬ 
ment of self-affirmation and pride. Most commentators, 
however, read the poem, in particular the opening line, as an 
apology; and most translations reflect this interpretation. 
Virtually all standard English renditions translate the con¬ 
junction in line i as “but,” as in kjv: “I am swarthy but 
comely.” The exception comes only in 1989, with The Revised 
English Bible’s rendition: “I am dark and lovely.” Indeed, the 
Hebrew conjunction w e - means “and” far more commonly 
than “but”; the standard translations are based on the un¬ 
fortunate assumption that blackness and beauty are 
contradictory. 

I believe that the woman’s assertion of her blackness is 
affirmative, not apologetic, and that the tension in the poem 
is the result of conflict between her and her audience. The 
city women stare with critical eyes, yet the speaker defies 
them to diminish her self-esteem. No, she argues, I will not 
be judged by your standards; I am black and I am beautiful. 
Thus, I read the images in the first stanza as parallel: the tents 
of the nomadic tribe of Kedar and the drapes of King Sol¬ 
omon are each dark and attractive veils. There is both pride 
and mystery in these images, as the speaker defies her be¬ 
holders to penetrate, with their stares, the outer cloak of her 
skin. 

The speaker knows that she is the object of public scru¬ 
tiny, but she claims to be accustomed to such attention. The 
sun itself has gazed at her, burning her, but also, she implies, 
admiring her. The poem resounds with underlying para¬ 
doxes: light that causes blackness, and light that is contained 
in blackness—images buried in the roots of central words. 
The root szf (in sess e zafatni) means “burn” but also “glance”: 
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the eye of the heavens glances and, glancing, burns. It burns 
the woman “black,” s e horah , and again “black-black,” s'har- 
horet. The common tendency to read Pharhoret as a dimin¬ 
utive of s'horah , hence meaning “a little black” or “blackish,” 
is counterintuitive: the doubled root suggests intensification 
rather than diminution. The root of these words, shr> is also 
the root of sahar y meaning “dawn” or, originally, “the light 
before the dawn.” The woman is radiant in her blackness, 
glowing as the source of light that has burned her. Hence, 
“Black as the light before the dawn,” in line 8 of my 
translation. 

The last stanza presents the greatest difficulties to 
interpretation. It is unclear why the “mother’s sons” 
(half-brothers? or siblings referred to by a distancing term?) 
are angry with the speaker, and whether her assignment as 
keeper of vineyards is a punishment meted out because she 
has neglected herself or whether the self-neglect is a result of 
the difficult task assigned her. In either case, the vineyards 
(discussed in the previous chapter of this study) are here a 
sexual symbol: “my own” vineyard refers to the speaker’s 
self; the statement that she has neglected (literally, “not 
guarded”) her own vines seems to be an allusion to her not 
having guarded her own sexuality. Implied is the violation of 
a moral norm, but it is difficult to be specific about what this 
norm is. I did not try to resolve all these questions of inter¬ 
pretation in my translation, but chose instead to let some 
ambiguities stand in the English as I believe they do in the 
Hebrew. 


** POEM 3 

The meaning of k“otyah in line 4 of the Hebrew, which I 
translate “go searching blindly,” is uncertain, kb (p. 695) sug¬ 
gests “wrapped, covered,” and Theophile Meek reads “as one 
who is veiled,” arguing that the veil is that of a temple pros¬ 
titute. 3 kjv translates “as one that turneth aside”; rsv gives 
“like one who wanders.” rsv’s reading, which, according to 
Meek, is based on the emendation of the word to IftoHyyah, 
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Notes following the Syriac, Symmachus, and Vulgate versions,* 
to the Poems makes most sense in context. Then again, we may be more 
persuaded by the reading “covered” or “veiled” if we under¬ 
stand it figuratively, as suggesting that the woman is blinded, 
unable to see her way clearly. My translation, “go searching 
blindly,” incorporates the ideas of wandering and being un¬ 
able to find one’s way, and is intended to highlight the theme 
of searching for the beloved. 


fr* POEM 4 

The opening lines of the Hebrew read, literally, “to a mare 
in Pharaoh’s chariotry/I compare you, my beloved.” This 
image is puzzling when one realizes that only stallions, never 
mares, drew chariots in ancient Egypt. The meaning be¬ 
comes clear only when we understand the function of mares 
in ancient warfare; a passage from Egyptian literature sug¬ 
gests that they were set loose in battle by the enemy to allure 
and distract the chariot-harnessed stallions of the Pharaoh: 
“Then, when the Prince of Kadesh sent out a mare, which 
[was swift] on her feet and which entered among the army, I 
ran after her on foot, carrying my dagger , and I (ripped) 
open her belly. I cut off her tail and set it before the king. 
Praise was given to god for it.” At the word “army,” the trans¬ 
lator of the passage notes: “To stampede the stallions of the 
Egyptian chariotry.” 4 

Thus the point of the image is not simply that the be¬ 
loved is as beautiful as a regal horse, as most translations sug¬ 
gest, but that she is as tempting, as distracting, even as 
dangerous, as the presence of a single mare among many 
stallions. 5 Believing that this metaphor would have been 
clear to its original audience, I decided to make it explicit in 
my translation: “Like a mare among stallions.” I omitted 
mention of Pharaoh because it would have clouded rather 
than illuminated the point. 


*These versions as well as others mentioned below (Septuagint, Old Latin, 
Arabic, and Aquila) are ancient translations of the Bible to which scholars 
often refer. 
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In the third and fourth lines, the words torim and ha- Notes 
ruzim are difficult. The former has uncertain meaning in to the Poems 
context; the latter occurs only once in the Bible (a hapax le- 
gomenon). Most translations give “ornaments” or the like for 
torim; njps translates “plaited wreaths,” probably because 
tor , elsewhere in the Bible and in later Hebrew, means 
“rum .” I too read “turnings, or plaitings” for torim , and see 
the image as referring to plaited hair (“braids” in line 3 of my 
translation). For haruzim , usually taken to mean some kind 
of beads, I read (with kb, p. 332) “string of shells” (“shells” 
in line 4 of the English). Thus, as I read the poem, the 
woman is depicted as adorned, but with natural rather than 
artificial ornaments. This description of the cheeks and neck 
is quite appropriate to the poem’s central metaphor, for, as 
evidenced in bas-relief depictions, the Egyptians decorated 
the heads and necks of their horses. The portrait of the 
woman that is drawn here also contrasts nicely with the im¬ 
ages of the closing couplet, in which the speaker offers her 
more elaborate ornamentation: braids not of hair but of 
gold, studded with silver. The act of adorning the beloved 
with gifts is not a superfluous gilding of the lily; rather, it 
plays the important function of establishing the speaker’s 
place in the love relationship. 

Thus, the poem moves from a distant view of the be¬ 
loved as alluring, perhaps even overwhelming, to an intimate 
portrait of her cheeks and neck, and finally concludes with 
the affirmation of I-Thou relation. It is a highly compressed 
and tighdy structured lyric that achieves dramatic movement 
in but a few lines. 


fa poem 5 

The difficult word in this poem is bimsibbo in the first line, 
which kjv translates “at his table,” and rsv renders “on his 
couch.” The Septuagint reads anaklesis , “leaning back, or re¬ 
clining,” and it may be from this that rsv derives its reading. 
“Reclining” suggests the more private context of the bed¬ 
room with its couch for love, rather than the dining hall, so 
rsv’s reading seems appropriate. However, I take bimsibbo to 
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Notes mean something like u in his surroundings," from the root 
to the Poems s yy^ “go around" The first line thus means, “Until the 
king is back in his surroundings,” and I render it “Until 
the king returns." My intention was to focus in the opening 
line on the feelings of erotic anticipation that suffuse the 
poem as a whole. As in poem i, “the king” should be under¬ 
stood here as a metaphorical reference to the beloved. 

The specific fragrance mentioned in the Hebrew is nard, 
but it may be an allusion to sexual smell. There is no need to 
interpret the opening prepositional phrase, ‘ad se-, as refer¬ 
ring to spatial distance. The more likely meaning “until” sug¬ 
gests that the woman exudes aromas in anticipation of her 
lover’s return. 


** POEM 6 

I read the phrase ‘enayikhyonim y “your eyes [are] doves,” here 
and in poem 15, as an ellipsis for “vour eyes are like the eyes 
of doves.” kjv reflects this interpretation with “thou hast 
doves’ eyes,” but most modem versions do not: rsv, nab, 
and jb all read “your eyes are doves.” Chaim Rabin observes 
that in Arabic literature doves were noted for their senti¬ 
mental eyes; he also notes that this reading is not ungram¬ 
matical in the Hebrew. 6 My translation refleas this 
interpretation visually by use of the apostrophe—“your 
eyes/like doves’”—while leaving the heard image ambigu¬ 
ous, as it is in the Hebrew. (The case is somewhat different 
in poem 19, where the male beloved’s eyes are compared to 
doves. The extended metaphor there makes difficult the read¬ 
ing “eyes like eyes of doves,” and it is probable that the image 
in 19 is not an ellipsis.) 

The imagery in the last third of this poem is of a met¬ 
aphorical home outdoors. This is suggested by the adjeaive 
applied to the lovers’ bed, ra^nanahy which today means 
“fresh” but biblically meant “green.” The lovers’ “bed” is 
probably a bed of leaves, as I have made explicit in lines 9- 
10 of the English; similarly, their “rafters” and “eaves” are 
images suggested by the branches of cedar and juniper trees. 
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The cedars of the Bible were large, broad trees (see their use 
as an image of grandeur in poem 19), which here spread raf¬ 
terlike boughs above the lovers. Another translator who 
makes this interpretation explicit is James Moffatt: 

Our bed of love is the green sward, 
our roof-beams are yon cedar-boughs, 
our rafters are the firs . 7 


Lines 7-8 of the Hebrew poem, qorot battenu ya mziml 
mhitenu \frotim (literally, “the beams, OR rafters, of our 
house are cedars/our eaves are cypresses, or junipers”), may 
be the speech of the two voices together or of the woman 
alone; the Hebrew grammar leaves this open. Although a 
case could be made for either reading, linguistic patterns ar¬ 
gue for seeing these lines as part of the woman’s speech. The 
argument is as follows: Line 6 of the Hebrew, y af ‘arsenu 
m^nanab (literally, “how green is our bed”), is linked to the 
previous line through the repetition of the particle y af. Line 
6 is also connected to the ensuing lines 7-8, because f arsenu, 
“our bed,” is parallel to qorot battenu, “the beams, or rafters, 
of our house,” and to mhitenu, “our eaves.” Thus line 6 acts 
as a bridge between lines 4-5 (the woman’s speech) and lines 
7-8, and the final effect is that 4-8 appear to be the contin¬ 
uous speech of the same speaker, namely, the woman. I ren¬ 
der 4-8 of the Hebrew as the woman’s speech (English lines 
7-12). 


** POEM 7 

Like poem 4, poem 7 has a developed argument that cul¬ 
minates in an affirmation of I-Thou relation. Unlike 4, 7 is a 
dialogue, and the relationship here unfolds in a short se¬ 
quence of statements and responses. 

The key to the poem’s meaning lies in the interpretation 
of its botanical imagery. The controversial ffvasselet hassaron 
and sosannat ha^maqim of the opening stanza, translated in 
kjv as “rose of Sharon” and “lily of the valley,” are, in the 
opinion of Nogah Hareuveni, the Tulipa sharonensis and 
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Notes Narcissus tazetta 8 While the former grows in sandy parts of 
to the Poems the plains and the latter in a variety of habitats, the two share 
the feature of being common wildflowers. The point of the 
female speaker’s identification of herself with these two 
flowers, then, may be that she grows, hearty as a wildflower, 
in a number of locales. The male speaker responds that to 
him she is unique, a singular sosannah y “narcissus,” beside 
which all other flowers seem like brambles. 

She rejoins with a similar compliment, calling her be¬ 
loved a fruit-bearing tree in an otherwise fruitless thicket. 
The Hebrew ya ( ar ; as Hareuveni points out, could not have 
meant a forest as we think of one today, but something 
smaller, like a thicket, in which trees bearing edible fruit were 
rarely found. In the protective shade of her lover’s embrace, 
the female speaker blossoms (literally, “delights”); there she 
tastes the sweetness of his fruit. The specific tree mentioned 
in the second stanza of the Hebrew, tappuah y is often mis¬ 
translated “apple ” Today we know that apples did not grow 
in biblical Palestine; Hareuveni suggests instead that the tap¬ 
puah was a quince. In poems 8,23, and 27 ,1 translate tappuah 
as “quince” or “quince tree,” but here, where it plays the spe¬ 
cial role of metaphor for the male beloved, I render it “sweet 
fruit tree.” 9 

The poem proceeds by associations, with the mutual ex¬ 
change of praises becoming more emphatic as the dialogue 
progresses, until it ends, satisfyingly, in union. 


poem 8 

The second line of this poem is difficult because of the word 
diglo, usually taken to mean “his flag, or banner.” Kjv reads 
“his banner over me was love,” but this is perplexing. I take 
diglo to be related to the Akkadian root dajyalu , “glance,” and 
read the line, literally, as “his glance upon me was love”; I 
translate it “Gazing at me with love.” Meek (p. 113) points 
out that this root is assumed in several versions—Septu- 
agint, Symmachus, Old Latin, Syriac, and Arabic—but they 
vocalize it as an imperative: “look at me with love ” I assume 
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the same root for two difficult words in poems 19 and 20. 
Thus I read dapful in poem 19 as “seen,” that is, visible or out¬ 
standing among many, and render it there as “radiant” (line 
25 of the English). In poem 20, I translate the difficult nid- 
yolot, which appears in the third and the last lines of the He¬ 
brew, as “visions,” that is, something apprehended by sight. 
This translation substitutes for the rather odd “army with 
banners” offered in kjv and rsv. 

The ending of poem 8 is almost identical to the endings 
of poems 13 and 25: all three poems close with an adjuration 
to the city women (although in the Hebrew poem 25 it is 
somewhat abbreviated, the reference to the doe being omit¬ 
ted). I have translated the adjuration identically in all three 
poems, and my translation differs substantially from the 
standard versions. Literally, the last two lines are “Do not 
waken, do not arouse love until it desires, or it is satisfied ” 
Most versions read this as an admonition not to arouse pas¬ 
sion prematurely; thus, rsv translates: “that you stir not up 
nor awaken love until it please ” But why, in the context of 
these three love monologues, in which the speaker expresses 
great longing to be with her lover, should she interrupt her 
mood with a warning to the city women not to arouse their 
own—or their lovers’—passion? kjv seems to sense this in¬ 
congruity and translates the phrase: “that ye stir not up, nor 
awaken my love , till he please” (emphasis added here and 
throughout the paragraph). But this too is an awkward and 
improbable reading, since nowhere else in the Song is the 
male beloved referred to by the word ha’alfvah, which is 
feminine in gender and means “love” in an abstract or in¬ 
animate sense, neb tries to solve the gender aspect of the 
problem by assigning the lines to a male speaker: “Do not 
rouse her , do not disturb my love until she is ready,” but this 
assignation is highly unlikely, since the oath is clearly a con¬ 
tinuation of the female speaker’s monologue in all three in¬ 
stances. I read this line differendy from all the above 
interpretations. In an attempt to keep the city women apart 
from the intimate situation about which she fantasizes, the 
speaker warns: “Do not rouse [that is, do not disturb] the love- 
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Notes making [between the speaker and her lover] until it is sat- 

to the Poems isfied”: hence mv translation: “Not to wake or rouse us/Till 

' * 

we fulfill our love.” 

Poems 8 and 25 also have in common the wistful couplet 
“O for his arms around me,/Beneath me and above!” (lit¬ 
erally, “his left [hand] beneath my head / and his right [hand] 
embracing me”), which precedes the adjuration and which, 
like it, seems formulaic. I translate this couplet as a wish (“O 
for . . . ”) because I believe it expresses the woman’s fantasy 
as she projects her situation into the future. Thus, first she 
imagines the love embrace, then she warns the city women 
not to disturb it. This interpretation would seem to be sup¬ 
ported by the fact that in the only other instance where the 
adjuration appears, poem 13, it follows another fantasy—of 
the woman seizing and embracing her lover in the street (just 
as he embraces her, in her fantasy, in poems 8 and 25). More¬ 
over, the whole of poem 25 is clearly set in the realm of wish¬ 
ful thinking, as we see from the poem’s opening line: “Oh, 
if you were my brother.” The adjuration seems, in all three 
instances, to express the anxiety that the speaker feels when 
her lover is absent. 


POEM 9 

“Tender grape” in line 19 of the English is a translation of 
s'madar (line 18 of the Hebrew), a difficult word that appears 
three times in the Song and nowhere else in the Bible. In 
poem 11 I render it “new grapes,” and in poem 24, “tender 
buds.” The scholarly debate about whether S'madar refers to 
the blossom or the early fruit of the grapevine does not seem 
to me crucial. As either the flower or the early fruit, it sug¬ 
gests tenderness and vulnerability. 

Zamir (line 15 of the Hebrew), rendered “songbird” in 
line 16 of the English, is another controversial word. Many 
take zamir to mean “pruning” and c et hazzamir to refer to 
“the pruning season” (see citations in Meek, p. 116). I find 
this interpretation unlikely, since the poem is set in the 
springtime, which is not the season in which to prune. The 
Gezer Calendar, a Palestinian document from the tenth cen- 
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airy b.c.e., contains evidence that the root zmr refers to a 
summer agricultural activity, perhaps thinning of the vines, 
but this meaning too is out of season here. 10 Others see za- 
mir as deriving from the root meaning “song” and render ‘et 
hazzamir as “the time of singing”; so translates rsv, while 
kjv specifies “the time of singing birds.” Hareuveni suggests 
vet another possibility: the zatnir , he believes, is the night¬ 
ingale, whose mating season—that is, the time when it 
sings—is in the spring. Thus ( et hazzamir refers to that time 
of year when the nightingale is heard. This interpretation is 
compatible with the poetic context not only because the sea¬ 
son is right, but also because the phrase ( et hazzamir , “the 
season of the nightingale,” is in parallel position to qol hat- 
tor , “the sound of the turtledove.” I translate the two images 
together as “dove and songbird singing.” 


^ POEM io 

The final couplet of my English version introduces words 
and images not in the Hebrew. The Hebrew states, literally, 
“your voice [is] pleasant, your appearance [is] lovely” I ren¬ 
der “appearance” as “body,” to add concreteness. Because 
adjectives like c arev> “pleasant,” and na’weh, “lovely” (and 
others found elsewhere in the Song, such as yafeh , “pretty, 
or nice,” and tov, “good, or sweet”), which are frequent in 
biblical Hebrew, tend to fall flat in English, I have tried to 
render them more evocatively in the translations. Here I 
turned one into a simile: “Your voice clear as water.” The im¬ 
age of water seemed right, fitting with the landscape and 
having appropriate metaphorical associations as well (else¬ 
where in the Song, in poem 18, water symbolizes the female 
beloved). 

One might ask why it should be necessary to introduce 
specific images into the English if the Hebrew does well 
enough without them. It is difficult to say exactly how the 
Hebrew manages to incorporate so many “flat” adjectives 
without itself becoming flat verse. Perhaps one explanation 
is the musical quality of the original, which sustains many of 
the lines. For example, the repetition of Hebrew vowel pat- 
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Notes terns in the closing four lines of this poem (har’ini } et- 
to the Poems mar’ayikh / hasmiHni ’et-qolekb / ki-qolekh c anv / utnar’ekh 
na’weh) adds to the effect created by the chiastic parallelism.* 
Because this assonance could not be easily preserved in trans¬ 
lation, I felt that some other poetic effect was needed to com¬ 
pensate, and I chose, in this case, imagery. 

** POEM II 

Although puzzling, this poem is not opaque. As discussed in 
the previous chapter, the vineyards (“vines,” in my transla¬ 
tion) here symbolize female sexuality; note too that they are 
described as being in the vulnerable stage of s t madar > “early 
blossoming, or new fruit ” The su ( alim (a masculine noun), 
“foxes,” are hostile marauders; they seem to represent male 
figures who are as threatening in this context as are the city 
guards in poem 19. As we have seen, danger lurks in the back¬ 
ground of several poems in the Song; this one in particular 
seems to be a mood piece—or perhaps a fragment—empha¬ 
sizing ominous undercurrents in the collection. 

poem 12 

The opening two lines of the English are an expansion of the 
tightly compressed Hebrew line dodi li wcP a ni lo, literally, 
“My lover to me and I to him.” Kjv, rsv, and njps all trans¬ 
late this line “My beloved is mine and I am his,” indicating 
a passive state of possession. But the preposition /% “to,” 
may imply something else: it may be an ellipsis for a verb of 
action. I read these lines not as a statement of passive pos¬ 
session but as an assertion of mutual, active choice; there¬ 
fore, I introduce into the translation a verb suggesting 
physical and emotional movement: “My lover turns to me, / 
I turn to him.” Similarly, in poem 19 I translate ya ni I'dodi 


*“Chiasmus” (from the Greek chi , X) refers to parallelisms in which certain 
elements of a line are reversed in a subsequent line, creating, in the most 
simple example, a pattern of A B / B A. In this case, the Hebrew lines, trans¬ 
lated literally, can be analyzed as follows: 
show me your appearance / let me hear your voice // 
for your voice is pleasant / and your appearance is lovely. 
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w'dodi li y literally, “I to my lover and my lover to me,” as “I 
rum to meet my love, / He’ll turn to me.” And in poem 24, 
the opening line, ya ni 1‘dodi w ec alay t e suqato y literally, “I to my 
lover and for, or toward, or upon, me his desire,” reads, 
in my version, “Turning to him, who meets me with 
desire—.” In all three of these cases, I take the preposition 
/'- to imply a preceding verb of movement. These lines may 
have been variations on a convention, for they are remark¬ 
ably similar in syntax and meaning, and I repeat the verbs 
“turn” and “meet” in the English poems to emphasize this 
similarity. 

The closing line of the Hebrew, *al hare bater, literally, 
“on the split, or cut, mountains,” is sometimes emended to 
read c al hare \fsamim, literally, “on the mountains of spices,” 
to agree with the last line of poem 31 (where I translate “on 
the fragrant hills”)} 1 Emendation is unnecessary. The image 
as given, hare bater, “split, or cut, mountains,” is a vivid geo¬ 
graphical description, probably quite accurate. According to 
Hareuveni, the word bater refers to a geological cut and 
apdy describes the mountains in Galilee, which look split. 
On the metaphorical level, too, the image is appropriate: the 
female speaker banishes her beloved until nighttime, when, 
she hints, he can safely return to her, to play like a deer on 
the split mountains. I translate c al hare bater as “in the clefts 
of the hills.” 


** poem 13 

This poem of search-for-the-beloved exemplifies the initia¬ 
tive often assumed by female speakers in the Song. One is 
struck by the persistence of the speaker, which culminates in 
her unabashed declaration, “I won’t let him go.” Here, as in 
poem 25, the speaker announces her intention to bring her 
lover to her mother’s home, where she will be free to pursue 
love. Also as in poem 25, this poem concludes with an ad¬ 
juration to the city women not to invade the privacy of the 
lovemaking. 

As already observed, poem 13 is in the mode of a fantasy; 
in fact, because the speech begins with the speaker alone in 
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Notes her bed, the events that follow may be viewed as part of the 
to the Poems speaker’s dream—although the dream framework is less ex¬ 
plicit here than in poem 19, where the speaker actually de¬ 
clares that she is asleep. In the English version of poem 13,1 
tried to evoke a dreamlike atmosphere by interweaving pres¬ 
ent and future tense. 

** poem 14 

The resonances of the opening line of the Hebrew are com¬ 
plex and not easily rendered in English. In biblical usage, the 
verb e olahy “rise” (which I translate “approaching, up”), has 
overtones of both physical and spiritual activity. It often has 
religious meaning, as in the sacrificial rites (literallv, “offer¬ 
ings up”) mentioned in Leviticus and elsewhere. Journeys to 
Jerusalem are also referred to by this verb, and in this poem, 
‘olab seems to refer to such an expedition. One senses a 
grand, even awesome atmosphere, which colors the mood of 
the entire poem. I tried to recreate this mood in English by 
using long rhyming lines and slighdy elevated diction. 

“Incense,” in line 2 of the English, is a descriptive ren¬ 
dering of mar and 1 ‘vonab , “myrrh” and “frankincense,” in 
the Hebrew line 3. I avoided literal translations of these 
words because of their now dominant association with the 
Christian Nativity, which is anachronistic to the Song. In 
the Song, mor and I'vonab are primarily images of fragrance; 
hence, I translated them here as “incense,” and elsewhere as 
“fragrant bloom” (penultimate stanza of poem 15) and “fra¬ 
grant woods and . . . perfumes” (fourth stanza of poem 18). 

The role of the mother in this poem is unique, though 
not incongruous with other occurrences in the Song. Else¬ 
where she is associated with the home and with sites for love- 
making; in poem 25, she is the one who “teaches” love. Here 
she plays a more formal role, crowning the king on his wed¬ 
ding day. Samuel Noah Kramer speculates that this passage 
is a late reflection of an ancient Hebrew “sacred marriage 
rite.” 12 However, the crown need not be royal; it may refer 
to the headpiece worn in marriage ceremonies. As Gordis ar¬ 
gues, “Crowns were worn even by ordinary grooms and 
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brides, until the defeats sustained in the War against Rome Notes 
in 70, when they were abandoned as a sign of mourning.” 13 t0 the Poems 

It is fitting that the mother, who implicitly supports the lov¬ 
ers 1 union elsewhere, sanctions it officially here. 

fc* POEM 15 

The body of this poem is a wasf (see chapter 4). Here I com¬ 
ment on the frame of the poem, that is, the lines at the be¬ 
ginning and toward the end, which enclose and give context 
to the description of the beloved’s body. 

The poem opens with the exclamation hinnakh yafah 
ra ( yati, literally, “behold, you are fair, my beloved” (“How 
fine/you are, my love,” in my translation), a line that dupli¬ 
cates the opening of poem 6. So too, lines 22-23 of the He¬ 
brew, ‘ad seyyafuah hayyom!w £ nasu hassHalim , literally, “until 
the day breathes/and the shadows flee” (in my translation, 

“Until/the day is over,/shadows gone”), are found elsewhere 
in the Song: in poem 12, lines 3-4 (translated, in lines 5-6 
of the English, “Until the day is over/And the shadows 
flee”). In addition, the exclamation of the penultimate line, 
kullakh yafah ra‘yati y literally, “all of you is fair, my beloved” 

(“How fine/you are, my love,” in my translation), echoes, 
with somewhat more emphasis, the poem’s opening line, 
hinnakh yafah ra‘yati. Thus the wasf (which, like all wasfs, we 
may assume to be composed at least partially of conventional 
expressions—repeated phrases that were the common stock 
of oral poets) seems here also to be framed by conventional 
material, or at least material that appears repeatedly in the 
Song. Indeed, the incompleteness of this wasf and the du¬ 
plication of part of it in poem 20 suggest that this entire 
poem may have been fashioned, by a poet or a compiler, 
from borrowed fragments and pieces. Nonetheless, the 
poem as we now have it stands on its own, as a well-framed 
love monologue praising the beloved. 

** poem 16 

The verb in line 3 of the Hebrew, tasuri , has at least two dis¬ 
tinct meanings: “to descend,” as in Isaiah 57:9 and Ezekiel 
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Notes 27:25; and “to see, or behold, or regard,” as in Numbers 
to the Poems 23:9- Thus the third line of the Hebrew, tasuri mew’s 

Ja manah, may mean either “descend from the top of [Mount] 
Amana” or “look from the top of [Mount] Amana.” kjv 
reads “look from the top of Amana”; rsv gives “depart from 
the peak of Amana” but cites “look” as an alternative for “de¬ 
part ” I render “come down” in the third line of the English, 
but incorporate both meanings in the last line, “Look down, 
look down and come away!” The situation of the poem, as 
I read it, is as follows: the woman is located in the moun- 
taintops, the speaker somewhere in the landscape below; he 
calls to her, inviting her to join him, attempting to persuade 
her that her present habitat—aside from being intolerably far 
from him—is a dangerous place for her to remain. 

O’ POEM 17 

The much-discussed appellation “my sister, my bride” ap¬ 
pears twice in this poem, and twice again in poem 18. It is 
by now a commonplace to note that the Egyptians used “sis¬ 
ter” as an endearing term and that the Hebrews did the 
same. 14 The modern reader certainly should have no diffi¬ 
culty reading the terms “sister” and “bride” as metaphors. 
Just as it is inappropriate to read “sister” literally as “sibling” 
here, it is unnecessary to read “bride” as significantly differ¬ 
ent from “beloved”; the poem does not seem to be about 
marital love any more than about a sibling relationship. 

Note that in poem 25 another, this time hypothetical, 
reference is made to a sibling relationship. There the female 
speaker claims that her beloved were really her brother, she 
would feel free to kiss him in public. This testifies to the so¬ 
cial acceptability of sibling intimacy, which the speakers in 
poems 17 and 18 wish to evoke. 

Elsewhere in the Song, as in poems 2 and 29, sibling re¬ 
lationships are depicted as real rather than as either meta¬ 
phorical or hypothetical; in these cases, they are fraught with 
conflict. There is no contradiction here; indeed, it is quite 
understandable that real familial relations are portrayed as 
less ideal than hypothetical or metaphorical ones. The darker 
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undercurrents of poems 2 and 29 need not complicate our 
understanding of the references in 17, 18, and 25. 
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POEM 18 

Coming at almost the midpoint of the text is the archetypal 
“garden poem,” in which the extended metaphor of the gar¬ 
den—which has come to represent ideal love in the Western 
tradition—governs from beginning to end. 15 The garden 
here functions dually: as context—the setting where the lov¬ 
ers meet—and as metaphor for the beloved. The speaker ad¬ 
dresses his beloved as a garden; she replies by referring to 
“mv garden” (myself, my sexuality), which then becomes, in 
her words in the Hebrew, “his garden”; finally he speaks of 
“wv garden,” entering at once into both the physical context 
and the love relationship. 

The garden is described as lush with flowers, spices, and 
fruits, and eating and drinking are central erotic motifs. Im¬ 
ages of water are also central: the garden as metaphor for the 
female beloved parallels the pool and the fountain in the 
opening lines. Later, the beloved is referred to as a fountain, 
a well of living water, flowing streams. While water seems to 
be the substance that nurtures all the plants in the garden, 
as another metaphor for the beloved it is also equivalent to 
the garden. 

One cannot unravel the interwoven layers of meaning in 
the poem without rending the fabric of the whole. The gar¬ 
den metaphor depends on a special kind of logic, appropri¬ 
ate to the paradoxes of the love relationship. Because I am 
nourished by my beloved, implies the male speaker, my be¬ 
loved is my garden. But since she possesses the particular 
pleasurable and sensual qualities of water, flowers, fruits, and 
spices, she is also, at various times and in various ways, each 
thing in the garden. Thus she herself is located in the gar¬ 
den, and I enter the symbolic garden on both levels. I am 
with her, inside the place she inhabits, and in her, inside her 
self. And thus I experience the ultimate paradox of union in 
love, of two distinct selves joining together and yet remain¬ 
ing two. 
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It follows from this reading that the closing exclamation 
of the poem (rendered in my translation, “Feast, drink—and 
drink deeply—lovers!”) is spoken to the lovers by those out- 
side the love relationship. To read the line otherwise—as an 
invitation to other friends, spoken by one or both of the lov¬ 
ers—violates rather grotesquely the metaphor of the garden 
as an enclosed and intimate world. 


** poem 19 

Because this poem is so much longer and structurally more 
complex than the others in the collection, it has been treated 
extensively in the preceding chapters. Here I add comments 
on two idiomatic Hebrew phrases. 

Line 12 of the Hebrew, ume ( ay hamu ‘alaw, is, literally, 
“and my bowels churned, or rumbled, for him.” Phyllis Tri- 
ble suggests that me ( ay means “womb,” 16 but the usual read¬ 
ing of the line is more figurative: for the ancient Hebrews, 
the bowels were the seat of the emotions. The equivalent in 
English literary convention is the heart; hence my transla¬ 
tion, “and my heart leaps for him!” (line 10 of the English). 

Line 19 of the Hebrew, nafsi yasf’ah b e dablfro > literally, 
“my soul went out upon his speaking, or with his words” 
(rendered, in line 16 of my translation, as “I run out after 
him”), is difficult. Meek (p. 128) suggests “My soul went 
forth upon his speaking” or “upon his turning away,” and 
interprets this to mean, “I fainted when he spoke” or “I 
fainted when he turned away” But there is a simpler inter¬ 
pretation: as the narrative is recorded in a dream state, the 
“soul” may be a figure for the self, and “his speaking” a figure 
for the beloved; thus, “J run out after him? Note too that 
the actions that ensue are searching ( biqqastihu) and calling 
out ( cfm’tiw). It seems unlikely that the speaker would rush 
into such activity immediately upon fainting. It is better to 
read the difficult idiom nafsi yasf’ah Ifdabb'ro as the begin¬ 
ning of a single extended—and urgent, even frenzied—pur¬ 
suit of the beloved. To convey this, I have compressed lines 
19-21 of the Hebrew, nafsi yas e> ah Ifdablfro! biqqastihu w e Uf 
m'sa’tihu/q e ra > tiw vflo’ c anani (literally, “my soul went out 
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upon his speaking/I searched for him and did not find 
him /1 called to him and he did not answer me”) into the En¬ 
glish lines: “I run out after him, calling, / but he is gone.” 


** POEM 20 

This poem appears to be a string of fragments, and one 
might maintain that it is not a coherent poetic unit. I would 
argue, however, that these fragments, which I treat as four 
stanzas, accrue resonance from each other, together forming 
a powerful statement of praise for the beloved. The motif of 
seeing, which recurs in each of the stanzas, effectively links 
the stanzas together and suggests that they constitute a sin¬ 
gle poetic whole. 

The poem opens with an exclamation of awe at the sight 
of the beloved, who is compared to two capital cities: Tirza, 
in the northern kingdom, and Jerusalem, in Judea. A difficult 
word in this first stanza is nidgalot , a form appearing twice 
in this poem but nowhere else in the Bible, and usually trans¬ 
lated “army with banners,” from the root dgl, meaning 
“flag.” This reading makes little sense in context; it is better 
to read nidgcdot as “visions,” from the Akkadian dagcUu , 
meaning “glance” (compare diglo in poem 8 and dagul in 
poem 19, discussed in the note to poem 8 ). Gordis (pp. 90- 
92) also argues for this reading of nidgalot , accounting for 
the feminine plural suffix of the word in the first stanza by 
reference to the cities of Tirza and Jerusalem, and in the 
fourth stanza by reference to the heavenly bodies. The first 
stanza ends with the speaker’s admonition to his beloved to 
avert her eyes, for her gaze makes him tremble. 

The second stanza is a fragment of the wasf found in 
poem 15. Referring back to 15, from which these lines are re¬ 
peated almost exactly, we see that there the preceding image 
was of the beloved’s eyes. Similarly, here the image of eyes 
at the end of the first stanza leads into the descriptions of 
hair, teeth, and forehead, which constitute the second 
stanza. 

In the third stanza, the beloved is highlighted against a 
context of queens, concubines (“brides,” in my translation). 
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Notes and young women. She alone stands out, as unique as the 
to the Poems “narcissus in the brambles” of poem 7. To the speaker she is 
as singular as an only child (the Hebrew says, literally, “one 
is she to her mother/pure is she to the one who bore her”). 
So does she appear to the young women as well, who praise 
her upon seeing her beauty. 

The word barab, “pure,” links the third and fourth stan¬ 
zas, and we see from the fourth stanza that the connotations 
of this word, too, are visual. An alternate meaning of bamh 
is “bright”; I tried to preserve this sense by using “bright” 
for the translation o fyafab (literally, “pretty, or nice”) in the 
preceding parallel line. The woman herself appears as a 
cosmic figure, staring down from the heavens, bright as the 
moon and pure-bright as the sun. Sabar, literally, “dawn,” 
may refer to the morning star, Venus, or, more likely, the sun 
itself (note the association with the sun in poem 2); I trans¬ 
late it “dawn’s eye.” Here, as in poem 2, celestial globes are 
depicted as staring eyes, and the motif of vision is thus sus¬ 
tained through the last stanza. 

There is a bold and primal quality to this final stanza. 
The words for moon and sun are not the usual yareab and 
semes, but the more vivid I'vanab, whose root means “white,” 
and hatnaby whose root means “hot.” I make these associa¬ 
tions explicit in the translations “white moon” and “hot 
sun.” The awesome tone here harks back to the mood of the 
opening stanza; both stanzas close with the striking nidgcdot , 
“visions.” The appearance of this unusual word twice in one 
poem now seems highly purposeful: more than an inclusion 
(a rhetorical device that provides an outer poetic frame), nid- 
£jalot pulls together the internal motif of seeing that has re¬ 
curred in various ways within the poem. If the four stanzas 
of this poem were not originally composed to form a unit, 
they were no doubt strung together by a very skillful com¬ 
piler. The poem as it stands conveys the thrill of gazing upon 
the beloved, whose own glance is as powerful as the sun’s. 


** poem 21 

The phrase “the signs of spring” (line 2 of the English) is an 
interpretation ofHbbe hannabal literally, “fruits of the valley. 
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or of the riverbed.” Hareuveni suggests that Hbbe may refer 
to reeds, 3 ibbuvim , which, like walnut trees, grow near 
streams. The reeds appear in the spring season, at the time 
of the flowering of the vines and pomegranate trees. The 
word Hbbe mav also be related to } aviv y a springtime month 
or the first stage of ripening. 

Chapter 6, verse 12, of the Hebrew, which is set apart 
from poem 21 (at the bottom of the page) in my reconstruc¬ 
tion of the Hebrew text, is the only line in the Song that I 
have not rendered in English. I find it impossible even to of¬ 
fer a literal translation of this singularly garbled line; almost 
everyone agrees that, as it stands, it is unintelligible. Meek 
(p. 134) states flatly, “This is the one hopelessly corrupt verse 
in the Song,” and the standard translations would seem to 
confirm this view, kjv reads: “Or ever I was aware, my soul 
made me like the chariots of Ammi-nadib”; without much 
improvement, rsv offers: “Before 1 was aware, my fancy set 
me in a chariot beside my prince.” Individual scholars have 
made some ingenious attempts to render sense out of osten¬ 
sible nonsense here, but so much emendation is involved in 
their efforts that few of the original words remain intact. For 
example, Gordis (p. 67), basing his interpretation in part on 
an emendation proposed by Naphtali Tur-Sinai, translates 
this verse, “I am beside myself with joy,/For there wilt thou 
give me thy myrrh,/O noble kinsman’s daughter!” 17 I agree 
with Meek (p. 134) that “any restoration is a guess, and al¬ 
though many have been offered there is none that is satis¬ 
factory it seems that even when the Hebrew line is 
emended to have some syntactic coherence, it still makes lit¬ 
tle semantic sense in its poetic context. Admitting defeat, I 
omit this line from my translation. 18 


poem 22 

This poem, the Song’s only complete wasf describing a fe¬ 
male figure, is studded with controversial words, phrases, 
and expressions. Its most difficult images are those of natural 
and architectural phenomena set in particular places. We are 
given, in the Hebrew, eyes like pools in Heshbon, at the 
gates of Bat-Rabbim; a nose (or, as I interpret it, face) like 
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Notes the tower of Lebanon overlooking Damascus; a head like 
to the Poems Mount Carmel. Heshbon was a city located east of the Dead 
Sea; Damascus was, as now, the capital of Syria; Carmel was 
and is a mountain on the Mediterranean coast, north of pres¬ 
ent-day Haifa. Because these names no longer carry the res¬ 
onance they once did, I omit them from the translation and 
refer instead to their visual associations. Thus the eyes are 
like pools, languid and reflective; the face is a tower that sur¬ 
veys its surroundings; the head has a commanding height, a 
majestic quality that is carried through in the regal imagery 
of the poem’s last two lines. 

The word ’appekh, which I translate “your face,” is ren¬ 
dered “your nose” in most other versions, producing the 
much-discussed image of a towering nose. There are a 
number of reasons to read J appekh as “your face” here, be¬ 
ginning with the fact that } af seems to mean “face” in other 
biblical passages, for example Genesis 3:19. More to the 
point at hand, the parts of the anatomy described in this 
passage, as in the other complete wasf in poem 19, are in a 
linear progression, in this case from bottom to top. There 
is, in fact, a strict adherence here to order: none of the 
parts is out of place. It follows, then, that after the descrip¬ 
tion of the eyes and before the reference to the whole head, 
we are given a description not of the nose but rather of the 
general appearance of the face. Moreover, a face may be de¬ 
scribed by the adjective that follows here, sofeh , “scouting, 
OR looking out” (“overlooking,” in my translation)—but 
this description is quite unfitting for a nose. Finally, the 
neck in this wasf is also described as being like a tower; a 
towerlike neck implies length and grandeur, but a towerlike 
nose seems especially ridiculous following so closely on the 
description of the neck. Are the neck and the nose to be 
seen as similar in stature or size? Surely not. Rather, the 
image of the face is a natural continuation of the image of 
the neck: as the neck is long and stately, the face is elevated 
and looks forth from its height. The sense of elevation or 
grandeur is then consummated by the description of the 
head and hair: mountainlike, majestic, able to capture a 
king. 
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The word sor'rekh , usually translated “your navel,” is also 
difficult. It probably refers to the vulva, coming as it does in 
sequence after the description of the thighs and before the 
bellv; according to Meek (p. 135), the Arabic cognate sug¬ 
gests this reading. I rendered the word as “hips,” in hopes 
that the conjunction with “bowl of nectar” makes the erot¬ 
icism clear. 

The word sulammit in the first line of the Hebrew, usu- 
allv given in English as a transliterated proper name, “Shu- 
lammite,” is controversial. Some suggest that it derives from 
the name Solomon (so Meek, pp. 134-35); others emend to 
Shunammite, woman of Shunem, the domicile of Abishag 
(I Kings i : 3). 19 None of the various scholarly proposals 
seems to me convincing. I chose not to muddle the English 
poem with an enigmatic proper name, and instead translated 
the word as “princess,” taking my cue from bat-nadiv , 
“daughter of nobility,” another appellation for the woman 
given a few lines later in the Hebrew. As the poem culmi¬ 
nates with regal imagery, it is likely that regality is suggested 
at the outset. 

Finally, the dance referred to in this poem has a curious 
Hebrew name: m'holat hammalfnayim. It may be the dance 
of a particular place, maJfnayim, mentioned in Genesis 32:3; 
or it may be understood as “dance of two camps,” from ma- 
Ifneh, “camp.” rsv renders “dance before two armies.” Al¬ 
though the exact meaning of the phrase is uncertain, it seems 
to refer to a performance before a group of people, and the 
description that follows leads one to think of belly dancing, 
probably in the nude. 


^ poem 23 

“Clusters of dates” in line 4 of the English is a translation of 
; askolot y literally, “clusters,” in line 4 of the Hebrew, kjv as¬ 
sumes “clusters of grapes,” but this is incongruous with the 
figure of the palm tree. Furthermore, in line 7 the Hebrew 
specifies J eslflot haggefen, “clusters of the vine,” for a pur¬ 
poseful shift of imagery. It is at this point that the portrait 
changes from that of a stately palm tree to a free-flowing se- 


Notes 

to the Poems 


189 



THE SONG OF SONGS 


Notes quence of disconnected images, parts of imagined experi- 
to the Poems ence: your breasts will be like clusters of the vine, that is, 
tender as grapes; your breath will be like quinces, that is, fra¬ 
grant; your palate [will taste] like wine. 

The closing lines of the Hebrew poem, w'hikkekh Ifyeyn 
hattov I holekh I'dodi I'meysarim / dovev sifte y'senim, are among 
the most difficult in the Song. Literally, they are “your palate 
is like good wine/going to my beloved [masculine] 
smoothly, OR like new wine,/gliding over, or stirring, the 
lips of sleepers ” Umeysarim, “smoothly, or like new wine,” 
is a difficult form; dovev, “gliding, or stirring,” is a hapax le- 
gomenon . Dodi, the term for the male beloved in the Song, is 
out of place here because a man is speaking to a woman, and 

it is therefore emended by many to dodim , “lovers”; alter- 

✓ 

natively, NEB reads doday\ “my caresses ” Sifte/senini, “lips of 
sleepers,” makes little sense and is emended by the Septu- 
agint, Aquila, and Syriac to “my lips and teeth”; the Vulgate 
gives “his lips and teeth”; others read “lips and teeth” (as 
cited by Meek, p. 39). nab and neb follow the last emen¬ 
dation and translate “lips and teeth.” None of the proposed 
emendations for these difficult words and phrases helps the 
sense much, and even after emendation it remains impossible 
to find a coherent literal reading of these lines. Hence, my 
translation is a free reworking of the ideas and images sug¬ 
gested by the Hebrew: “And your mouth will awaken/All 
sleeping desire/Like wine that entices/The lips of new 
lovers ” 


** POEM 24 

For discussion of the opening line, see the note to poem 12. 

K'farim, in line 3 of the Hebrew, is usually translated 
“villages,” but it can also be the plural form of kofet ; meaning 
“henna.” Kofer ; which appears also in the Hebrew poem 5, 
line 5, (translated as “blossoms,” in line 7 of the English 
poem), fits perfectly with the flowering environment here; 
hence my translation of kffarim as “henna” (line 3 of the En¬ 
glish). njps renders Iffarint here as “henna shrubs.” 
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The movement of “returning” (line 9 of my translation) 
is not explicit in the Hebrew but is suggested by the shift of 
contexts from the countryside to the home, and by the im¬ 
plied passage of time. 


t* POEM 25 

T'lamm'deni (line 7 of the Hebrew, line 6 of the English) can 
mean either “she teaches me' 1 or “you [masculine] teach me.” 
I read the former, with the third-person pronoun referring 
to “my mother ” 

The closing adjuration of the Hebrew poem is an ab¬ 
breviated and slightly altered form of the adjuration that ap¬ 
pears in poems 8 and 13. There is, however, some weak 
textual evidence for the complete adjuration here in four He¬ 
brew manuscripts and the Greek and Arabic versions. 20 
Mainlv to emphasize the similarities in the three poems 
where the adjuration occurs (8,13, and 25), and to call atten¬ 
tion to its formulaic nature, I have translated it identically 
each time. 


fa POEM 26 

This poem seems to be a fragment, the first line of the He¬ 
brew (rendered as two lines in the English) being a dupli¬ 
cation of the opening line of the Hebrew poem 14. While 
poem 26 constitutes but half of a biblical verse, it is themat¬ 
ically distinct from the second half of that verse, and I saw 
no reason to join them. 


fa POEM 27 

This short three-line poem in Hebrew is the second half of 
the biblical verse from which poem 26 is fashioned. Yet un¬ 
like poem 26, poem 27 stands on its own quite satisfactorily. 
While many commentators assume that a man speaks here, 
it is a masculine singular “you” that is addressed, strongly in¬ 
dicating a female speaker. 
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The word hiblflat c kha y which I translate “conceived,” is 
a verbal form of the root hbl, which sometimes refers to the 
labor of childbirth. Thus kjv translates: “there thy mother 
brought thee forth.” In Psalms 7:15, however, fhabbel (an¬ 
other verbal form of the same root) is the first in a sequence 
of three verbs, the others being harah , “be pregnant,” and 
yalad, “give birth”; the order suggests that f habbel means 
“conceive” rather than “bear.” Supporting this reading, the 
Syriac cognate of this verb can also mean either “to con¬ 
ceive” or “to bear” (see kb, p. 271). “Conceive” best fits the 
situation of poem 27; the speaker indicates that the place 
where she arouses her beloved is also the place where his 
mother has made love. As we have seen in other poems, the 
outdoor country setting is conducive to lovemaking, and the 
figure of the mother supports erotic atmosphere; thus, the 
speaker refers to the sexual experience of her lover’s mother 
as erotic stimulation. The mention of labor pains would 
hardly seem to have the same effect. 


^ poem 28 

The tone of this Hebrew poem is unlike that of any other in 
the collection. The strong parallelisms, the extensive use of 
alliteration, and the sweeping images of fire and water all 
contribute to the dramatic mood. As with poem 27 some 
commentators assume a male speaker here, but the pro¬ 
nominal suffixes indicate that a male is being addressed, 
making a female speaker likely. 

The opening lines are, literally, “put me like a seal on 
your heart /like a seal on your arm,” and are often under¬ 
stood as a reference to amulets worn on the chest or arm. The 
seal may have been a sign of ownership (as in Genesis 38:18), 
but this meaning, as we shall see, is inappropriate here and 
is direcdv negated by the poem’s ending. In keeping with the 
fiery imagery of the poem, I have suggested in my transla¬ 
tion the stronger image of an emblem pressed or seared into 
the flesh. So too the Zohar , the central work of Kabbalah, 
comments: “‘Set me as a seal upon thy heart.’ For, as the im- 
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print of the seal is to be discerned even after the seal is with¬ 
drawn, so I shall cling to you .” 21 

The word salhevetyah, which I translate “a fierce/and 
holy blaze,” contains the emphatic particle suffix, -yah, which 
has traditionally been viewed as a reference to the name of 
God, the only such reference in the Song. Most translations 
render this word without mentioning God, as in “a most ve¬ 
hement flame” (kjv and rsv) and “a blazing flame” (njps). 
Meek (p. 144) suggests “flame of Yah,” finding the meaning 
“emphatic in accordance with the Hebrew idiom of using 
the divine name with superlative force.” I have deliberately 
retained just a hint of the word’s sacral association in my 
translation, “holy blaze.” 

Indeed, the poem has cosmic, if not religious, over¬ 
tones. Mayim rabbim (line 7), literally, “many, OR great, 
waters,” which I translate “Endless seas and floods,/Tor¬ 
rents” (lines 9-10 of the English), may be a reference to a 
mythical force, the waters of chaos . 22 S ey ol (line 4), which I 
translate (with kjv and rsv) “the grave” (line 6 of the En¬ 
glish), is actually the place of the dead in Hebrew cosmol¬ 
ogy. While “the grave” may seem a weak equivalent for s n ol, 
the alternatives are worse; “hell ” for example, has many in¬ 
appropriate connotations, and could not be used. 

The poem closes with an aphorism, leading from the 
world of myth into the realm of human mores and behavior. 
The message of the poem is emphatic: love cannot be 
bought, and those who try to acquire love with money will 
be scorned, or will find their offer met with scorn (the He¬ 
brew pronoun lo, indicating the object of the reprobation, 
may refer either to the buyer or to his wealth). It is clear now 
that the “seal” of the opening lines is not a sign of acquired 
possession, since the poem argues vehemendy against view¬ 
ing love as an object that can be owned. 

Thus, mythic vision climaxes in didactic pronounce¬ 
ment, giving the poem a sermonic shape. Yet the poem re¬ 
mains, first and essentially, a love lyric, which opens with an 
entreaty to the beloved; it should not be reduced to the 
moral lesson of its closing adage. Perhaps to avoid this risk, 
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Notes JB isolates the last stanza and labels it an appendix, the “Aph- 
to the Poems orism of a Sage.” But this cuts off the resolution of the 
speech and denies poetic closure. Rather, the poem should 
be seen as a complex unit that moves from an intense per¬ 
sonal plea to a cosmic statement, and finally closes with a 
pronouncement of practical morality. 


poem 29 

This dialogue is one of the more enigmatic poems in the col¬ 
lection. To begin with, it is difficult to say who is speaking, 
and to whom. The opening voice sounds like a chorus of 
older brothers (like, perhaps, the men who sent their sister 
out to tend vines in poem 2), but from a purely grammatical 
standpoint it could represent a group of men, or women, or 
both. Another possibility is that the first stanza is spoken by 
the woman’s brothers, and the second by her suitors. I find 
this unlikely, however, and read both stanzas as the speech of 
the woman’s brothers, to whom she replies in the third 
stanza. 

The imagery, too, is strange. The Hebrew states baldly 
that the little sister “has no breasts”; I render this more 
softly: “We have a young sister/Whose breasts are but flow¬ 
ers.” “If she’s a wall,” the speakers say, they will build her a 
parapet of silver; however, “if she’s a door,” they will board 
her up with cedar. Besides describing the sister’s adolescent 
physique, the wall and door have other levels of symbolic 
meaning, the impenetrable surface of the wall suggesting 
chastity and the door implying the opposite. Thus, silver is 
the reward given to the woman for having kept herself 
chaste, while the plank of cedar that boards her up is her 
punishment if she has been wanton. This interpretation 
sees the young woman’s brothers as protective to the point 
of being punitive, much like the brothers referred to in 
poem 2. 

Another reading, which I find less likely, is that the wall 
and the door are more synonymous, both merely architec¬ 
tural images. The brothers offer to adorn their sister with 
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precious commodities, silver and cedar, to make her more at¬ 
tractive to potential suitors. 

Whichever wav we read the brothers’ speech, the sister’s 
replv remains adamant. She rejects their offer, stating 
proudlv that her breasts are “towers,” fully developed, in her 
own estimation. She needs no assistance from these men, for 
she has already found peace with her lover. 

The meaning of the unusual phrase mos’et salom , “find 
peace,” is no doubt similar to that of the more common 
mose’t hen , “find favor” The speaker indicates that she has 
found favor in her lover’s eyes and, therefore, in her own. Al¬ 
though the expression “find peace” may seem less than idi¬ 
omatic, it is consonant with the central imagery of the 
poem: built on the conceit of war, the poem concludes, fit¬ 
tingly, with a truce. In the battle with her brothers, the 
young woman emerges triumphant. Because she is her own 
fortress, she needs no defenders, and can establish peace on 
her own terms. 23 


** POEM 30 

This poem, too, is difficult. The grammar does not specify 
the speaker’s gender; this determination depends largely on 
how one reads the symbol of the vineyard. In poem 2, the 
vineyard represents the woman’s sexuality; there, a woman 
refers to her “own” vineyard, that is, to an aspect of herself. 
If a similar reading applies here, one might argue that the 
speaker of this poem is also a woman. But King Solomon is 
said, in this poem, to own a vineyard; if the vineyard sym¬ 
bolizes the female self, this statement would nonsensically 
imply that King Solomon is a female. It is better to read the 
vineyard here as a symbol for the female other rather than the 
female self from which we can deduce that the speaker, like 
King Solomon, is a man—and that both these men lay claim 
to female “others.” Woman as sexual “other,” then, may be 
treated as a beloved (the speaker’s relationship to his “own” 
vineyard) or as a sexual object (Solomon’s vineyard is a 
harem that must be kept under constant guard). Using the 
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Notes motif of regality as foil, the poem advocates I-Thou relation 
to the Poems and rejects the debasement of sexuality inherent in treating 
others as sexual objects or property. 

** POEM 31 

With this final poem we return to the garden and the world 
of the two lovers. Once again the theme of secret love 
emerges: the woman chases her beloved away lest they be 
caught by day, implying an invitation to return to her later, 
at night. A false closure is suggested in this banishment; the 
poem and thus the collection conclude, in fact, on a note of 
anticipation. If we see the Song of Songs as a collection of 
lyrics—that is, a string of separate moments rather than a 
unified structure with beginning, middle, and end—we may 
find it particularly fitting that it closes in expectation of the 
moment to come. 



Key to Abbreviations 


The following abbreviations appear in chapter 6 of the trans¬ 
lator's study: 

jb The Jerusalem Bible (1966) 

kb Koehler and Baumgartner, Lexicon in Veteris 
Testamenti Libros (1958) 

kjv The Holy Bible (Authorized or King James 
Version, 1611) 

nab The New American Bible (1970) 

neb The New English Bible (1970) 

njps Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures (new Jewish 
Publication Society translation, 1985) 

rsv The Holy Bible (Revised Standard Version, 1952) 




Endnotes 


** chapter i: Translation as a Journey 

1. Martin Buber, “The Life of the Hasidim,” in Hasidism and 
Modem Man , trans. Maurice Friedman (New York: Harper & Row, 
1966), p. 102. 

2. In subsequent chapters, I use the words “literal” and “lit¬ 
erally” to refer to word-for-word translations of isolated words, 
phrases, and lines, intended to be as exact as possible. These are of¬ 
fered mainly to explain points about the original to the reader who 
does not know Hebrew and to clarify specific departures in various 
translations, primarily my own. 

3. I am indebted to Leo Spitzer for his notion of the “to-and- 
fro voyage” in literary interpretation, which I have extended by 
analogy. Spitzer speaks of the “voyage from certain outward details 
to the inner center and back again to other details” as the process 
bv which we come to know a text. See “Linguistics and Literary 
History,” in Linguistics and Literary History: Essays in Stylistics 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1948), pp. 19-20. 

4. Although Hebrew has been revived as a living spoken lan¬ 
guage in our century, the contemporary idiom is significantly dif¬ 
ferent from the ancient tongue. 

5. Preface to The Holy Bible: Revised Standard Version (New 
York: Thomas Nelson, 1946-1952), pp. iii-iv. 

6. For knowledge of the aims and principles behind the 
Buber-Rosenzweig translation, I am indebted to the work of Ev¬ 
erett Fox, much of which he shared with me in correspondence and 
conversation. Fox’s doctoral dissertation, “Technical Aspects of the 
Translation of Genesis of Martin Buber and Franz Rosenzweig” 
(Dept, of Near Eastern and Judaic Studies, Brandeis University, 
1974), provides otherwise unavailable exegesis and background of 
this text. See also Fox’s own Bible translations, modeled after the 
work of Buber and Rosenzweig: In the Beginning: A New English 
Rendition of the Book of Genesis (New York: Schocken Books, 1983), 
first published as In the Beginning: An English Rendition of the Book 
of Genesis (Response , no. 14 [Summer 1972]: 1-159); And Now These Are 
the Names: A New English Rendition of the Book of Exodus (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1986). 

7. Martin Buber, “Ueber die Wortwahl in einer Verdeut- 
schung der Schrift” (1930), in Martin Buber and Franz Rosen- 
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Endnotes zwcig, Die Schrift und ibre Verdeutschung (Berlin: Schockcn Verlag, 
1936), pp. 135-37. The English translation of this quotation is from 
Fox, In the Beginning (1972), Translator’s Afterword, p. 146. 

8. Nahum Glatzer, Introduction to Fox, In the Beginning 
(1972), p. 5. 

9. This and subsequent quotations from Scholem’s text are 
from “At the Completion of Buber’s Translation of the Bible,” 
trans. Michael A. Meyer, in The Messianic Idea in Judaism and Other 
Essays on Jewish Spirituality , (New York: Schocken Books, 1971), pp. 
314-19. 

10. Two of the five volumes of Fox’s Torah arc completed (see 
endnote 6, above). 

chapter 2 : The Literary Structure of the Song of Songs 

1. H. H. Rowley, “The Interpretation of the Song of Songs,” 
in The Servant of the Lord and Other Essays on the Old Testament , 2d 
ed. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1965), pp. 197-245. 

2. Marvin H. Pope, The Song of Songs: A New Translation with 
Introduction and Commentary (New York: Doubleday, 1977), pp. 
34-37, 40-54, 89-229. 

3. Idiosyncratically, Pope concludes his survey with several 
pages on funeral rites, a relatively unexplored area that he believes 
is “capable of explaining the Canticles better than any other and is 
able to subsume aspects of other modes of interpretation as enfold¬ 
ing elements of truth” (ibid., p. 229). 

4. A typical example is Leroy Waterman, The Song of Songs: 
Translated and Interpreted as a Dramatic Poem (Ann Arbor: Univer¬ 
sity of Michigan Press, 1948). Among other things, Waterman 
transposes 3:6-4:6 to follow 1:1 in order to make his theory of the 
plot fit the text. 

5. J. Cheryl Exum, “A Literary and Structural Analysis of the 
Song of Songs,” Zeitschrifi fur die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 85 
(1973): 47-79. All quotations from Exum in this chapter are from 
this article. Other recent attempts to demonstrate structural unity 
in the Song are found in Francis Landy, “Beauty and the Enigma: 
An Inquiry into Some Interrelated Episodes of the Song of Songs,” 
Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 17 (1980): 55—106; Williams 
H. Shea, “The Chiastic Structure of the Song of Songs,” Zeitschrifi 
fur die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 92 (1980): 378-96; and Edwin 
C. Webster, “Pattern in the Song of Songs,” Journal for the Study of 
the Old Testament 22 (1982): 73-93. Landy expands upon his argu¬ 
ment in his book Paradoxes of Paradise: Identity and Difference in the 
Song of Songs (Sheffield, Eng.: Almond Press, 1983). Michael V. Fox, 
in his comparative study The Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian 
Love Songs (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), main- 
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tains that the Song is “an artistic unity.” And Phyllis Trible offers a 
fascinating analysis of the Song “in five major movements of vary¬ 
ing lengths” as part of a larger feminist reading of its themes and 
motifs in God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality (Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1978), chap. 5. 

6. For analyses of the features of biblical poetry that relate to 
oral composition, see Perry Yoder, “A-B Pairs and Oral Composi¬ 
tion in Hebrew Poetry,” Vetus Testamentum 21 (1971): 470-89; and 
Robert C. Culley, Oral Formulaic Language in the Biblical Psalms 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1967). 

7. Franz Landsberger, “Poetic Units Within the Song of 
Songs,” Journal of Biblical Literature 75 (1954): 204. Landsberger 
calls this phenomenon “juxtaposition of key words,” where “key 
word” is equivalent to the term “catchword” as it is employed in 
studies of oral literature. 

8. The exception might be James L. Kugel, who, in his in¬ 
sightful but controversial book The Idea of Biblical Poetry: Parallelism 
and Its History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981), calls into 
question the appropriateness of a binary distinction between bib¬ 
lical poetry and prose. 

9. See Robert H. Pfeiffer, Introduction to the Old Testament , 2d 
ed. (New York: Harper, 1948), pp. 7o8ff., where a partial list of 
those in accord with the view of the Song as a collection is given. 
This is Pfeiffer’s own view as well. See also Landsberger, “Poetic 
Units,” p. 203, where some more recent exponents of this position 
are cited. Landsberger states his concurrence with those “who see 
in the Song of Songs, as it is extant, not a connected whole but a 
collection of several poems.” Roland Murphy, “Towards a Com¬ 
mentary on the Song of Songs,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 39 
(1977): 482-96, has argued that “the Song is a collection of love 
poems that have been given a certain unity by means of a dialogue 
pattern, and by the use of catchwords and repetitions ” Murphy 
notes that the view of the Song as a collection “seems to be grow¬ 
ing.” Pope (The Song of Songs , pp. 40-54) cites several proponents 
of this view in his summary of the debate over structural unity, 
which he concludes thus: “The present writer. . . has not been con¬ 
vinced by any of the efforts to demonstrate or restore order or log¬ 
ical progression.” 

10. Robert Gordis, The Song of Songs: A Study , Modem Trans- 
lation } and Commentary (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary 
of America, 1961), pp. 16-17. Further quotations from Gordis in this 
chapter are from pp. 17-18 of his book. 

11. This is an example of the principle of “juxtaposition of key 
words,” referred to above by Landsberger. In a similar application 
of this principle, Landsberger separates 1:5 from 1:6, arguing that 
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Endnotes these are two distinct poems juxtaposed because the word ‘‘black” 
appears in both. I treat 1:5-6 as a single poem. 

^ chapter 3: Types of Love Lyrics in the Song of Songs 

1. Martin Buber, I and Thou, trans. Walter Kaufmann (New 
York: Scribner, 1970), pp. 53 - 85 . 

2. Throughout this study, I use the word “beloved” to refer to 
the loved one, as opposed to “lover,” which designates the speaker 
or initiator. Obviously, women and men can play either role in the 
poems—and do. 

3. This is not apparent in the English version of poem 1 where, 
to avoid confusion, I changed the third-person pronoun to the sec¬ 
ond person. See the note to poem 1 in chapter 6 for further 
explanation. 

4. The word w e yih e yu-na J (line 7 of the Hebrew) grammati¬ 
cally indicates this mode through the particle suffix -na\ which im¬ 
plies a wish. 

5. Shelomo Dov Goitein, } Omanut hassippur bammiqra’ (The 
art of the biblical story) (Jerusalem: Jewish Agency Aliyah and 
Youth Division, 1957), p. 106. 

6 . Chaim Rabin, “The Song of Songs and Tamil Poetry,” 
Studies in Religion 3 (1973-74): 205-19. 

7. Carol Meyers, “Gender Imagery in the Song of Songs,” He¬ 
brew Annual Review 10 (1986): 218. 

8 . Other scholars have noted the absence of domination in the 
Song. For example, Phyllis Bird: “[The Song of Song’s] power and 
beauty are expressed in a relationship of complete mutuality, con¬ 
trolled neither by the man nor by the woman” (“Images of Women 
in the Old Testament,” in Religion and Sexism, ed. Rosemary Rad¬ 
ford Ruether [New York: Simon & Schuster, 1974], p. 82); and 
Phyllis Trible: “Neither male nor female asserts power or possession 
over the other. ... [In the Song of Songs] there is no male domi¬ 
nance, no female subordination, and no stereotyping of either sex” 
( God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1978], pp. 159-61). 

** chapter 4: The Wdjf 

1. Richard N. Soulen, “The Wdffe of the Song of Songs and 
Hermeneutic,” Journal of Biblical Literature 86 (1967): 185. 

2. M.H. Segal, “The Song of Songs,” Vetus Testamentum 12 
(1962): 480. 

3. Waterman, The Song of Songs, p. 63. 
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4. “Potato” by Shinkichi Takahashi, trans. Harold P. Wright, 
in Robert Blv, Leaping Poetry: An Idea with Poems and Translations 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1975), p- 19. 

5. Blv, Leaping Poetry , p. 4. 

6. This remark and all subsequent quotations from Soulen are 
from “The Waffi,” pp. 183-90. 

7. Goitein, } Omanut hassippur bammiqra\ p. 106. 

8. Shelomo Dov Goitein, “Nasim k'yosrot suge sifrut bam- 
miqra’” (Women as creators of types of literature in the Bible), in 
Tyyunim bammiqra’ (Bible studies) (Tel Aviv: Yavneh, 1967), pp. 
248-317. 

9. Bv 1985 one finds new assumptions embedded in the writ¬ 
ings of scholars who make no particular claim to a feminist per¬ 
spective: “Nor do we detract from the creative genius of the Song’s 
author in recognizing that she or he was heir to the resources of a 
long tradition” (M. Fox, The Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian 
Love Songs y p. xxvii; emphasis mine). 

10. For this and other observations relevant to the relation¬ 
ship between folk culture and female tradition as reflected in the 
Song, again see Meyers’s incisive essay “Gender Imagery in the 
Song of Songs,” pp. 209-23. Also see Meyers, Discovering Eve: An¬ 
cient Israelite Women in Context (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1988). 

11. Fortunately, the critical voices are changing today as fem¬ 
inist interpretation of the Song gains more widespread acceptance. 
For example, the work of feminist Bible scholar Phyllis Trible, 
which eloquently demonstrates the absence of sexism in the Song 
(“Depatriarchalizing in Biblical Interpretation,” Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion 41 [1973]: 30-48; reprinted in Trible, 
God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality , pp. 144-65), has influenced schol¬ 
ars such as Michael Fox and Marvin Pope: “With regard to the 
Song of Songs she is certainly correct in recognizing the equal and 
even dominant role of the female and the absence of male chauvin¬ 
ism or patriarchalism” (Pope, The Song ofSongSy p. 210). 

12. For a provocative analysis of the relationship of the Song 
to the story of Creation and the Fall from Eden, again see Trible, 
God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality , pp. 72-165. 

chapter 5: Contextsy Themes , and Motifs 

1. Carol Meyers, in “Gender Imagery in the Song of Songs,” 
pp. 218-19, notes: “The appearance of‘mother’s house’ [in 3:4 and 
8:2; translated as ‘my mother’s home’ in poems 13 and 25] is striking 
in view of the overriding importance of‘father’s house’ [elsewhere] 
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Endnotes in the Bible. . . . The normal masculine-oriented terminology for 
family and/or household derives from lineage concerns, from de¬ 
scent and property transmission reckoned along patrilineal lines. 
But here in the Song we encounter a situation devoid of such 
concerns.” 

2. Wendell Berry, “A Secular Pilgrimage,” Hudson Review 23 
(1970): 401. 

3. Because the imagery of artifice in the waffs is so vivid, it is 
perhaps not surprising that scholars have speculated about its par¬ 
allels to visual forms in ancient art. For example, Gillis Gerleman, 
“Die Bildsprache des Hohenliedes und die altagyptische Kunst,” 
Annual of the Swedish Theological Institute 1 (1962): 24-30, has pro¬ 
posed that many of the images in the waffs are based on figures 
from ancient Egyptian sculpture and bas-relief. Although there may 
be some valid parallels here, Gerleman’s theory is far too limiting. 
By viewing the waffs as literal descriptions of statues rather than as 
metaphorical portrayals of the human body, he misses the relation¬ 
ship between nature and artifice that lies at the core of this poetry. 

4. See Meyers, “Gender Imagery in the Song of Songs,” pp. 
212-21, for further analysis of military imagery. 


** chapter 6: Notes to the Poems 

1. See, for example, Theophile J. Meek, “The Song of Songs: 
Introduction and Exegesis,” in The Interpreter’s Bible, ed. George A. 
Buttrick (New York: Abington Press, 1956), 5:103; and Gordis, The 
Song of Songs, p. 78. 

2. For another powerful association of a name with the sense 
of smell—here unpleasant rather than desirable—consider these 
lines from Middle Kingdom Egyptian verse (ca. 2000-1630 b.c.e.): 

Behold, my name is detested, 

Behold, more than the smell of vultures 
On a summer’s day when the sky is hot. 

Behold, my name is detested, 

Behold, [more than the smell of] a catch of fish 
On a day of catching when the sky is hot. 

Behold, my name is detested, 

Behold, more than the smell of ducks, 

More than a covert of reeds full of waterfowl. 

Behold, my name is detested, 

Behold, more than the smell of fishermen, 

More than the creeks of the marshes where they have fished. 


204 



THE SONG OF SONGS 


Behold, mv name is detested, 

Behold, more than the smell of crocodiles. 

More than sitting bv [sandbanks] full of crocodiles. 

From "The Man Who Was Tired of Life,” trans. R. O. Faulkner, in 
The Literature of Ancient Egypt: An Anthology of Stories, Instructions , 
and Poetty, ed. William Kelly Simpson (New Haven: Yale Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1973), p. 205. The brackets in line 5 indicate erroneous 
omission; the brackets in line 15 mean the word is uncertain. 

3. Meek, “The Song of Songs,” p. 107* Further references to 
Meek in this chapter are from this work. 

4. From “The Biography of Amen-em-heb,” trans. John A. 
Wilson, in Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament , 
ed. James B. Pritchard, 3d ed. (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1969L p. 241. 

5. After arriving at this interpretation, I was pleased to find 
support for it in Marvin H. Pope, “A Mare in Pharaoh’s Chariotry,” 
Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research , no. 200 (De¬ 
cember 1970): 56-61. Pope states (pp. 59 and 61): “Pharaoh’s char¬ 
iots, like other chariotry in antiquity, were not drawn by a mare or 
mares but by stallions hitched in pairs. . . . The point of the com¬ 
parison of the Lady Love with a mare in Pharaoh’s chariotry in the 
Song of Songs 1:9 is that she is the ultimate in sex appeal.” Pope 
provides extensive documentation for this argument, which he re¬ 
iterates in The Song of Songs, pp. 336-41. It is interesting, too, that 
Rabbinic commentators in the Midrash Rabbah and The Sayings of 
the Fathers According to Rabbi Nathan may have read these lines 
similarly. 

6. These remarks are from personal conversation and corre¬ 
spondence, August-September 1972. Rabin writes: “As for ( enayikh 
yonim = ‘enayikh kfyonim = ‘enayikh kf‘eneyonim , both omission of 
the k- and omission of the nismakh (head word of genitive relation) 
are perhaps not common features of biblical Hebrew, but quite well 
attested. . . . For instances of comparison without k -, see Zepha- 
niah 3:3, Jeremiah 4:26, Job 8:9. For omission of nismakh , see Ezra 
10:13, Psalms 19:10, Jeremiah 10:10, etc.” 

7. James Moffatt, trans., A New Translation of the Bible , rev. ed. 
(New York: Harper, 1935), p. 743 * 

8. These and other identifications of flora and fauna by Ha- 
rcuveni, director of Neot Kedumim, are from personal conversa¬ 
tion with him and correspondence with his assistant, Helen 
Frcnkley, May-Julv 1972. 

9. Contrary to the opinions of some Bible scholars, the quince 
is neither inedible nor without fragrance. Fully ripened, it has a del- 
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Endnotes icate aroma; once cooked, its texture is soft and its taste quite 
delicious. 

10. Sec Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts, p. 230. 

11. This and other proposed emendations for ( al hare bater are 
listed in Rudolph Kittcl, cd., Biblia Hebraica, 7th cd. (Stuttgart: 
Wiirttembergische Bibelanstalt, 1951) p. 1203; and in Gordis, The 
Song of Songs, p. 83. 

12. Samuel Noah Kramer, The Sacred Marriage Rite: Aspects of 
Faith , Myth , and Ritual in Ancient Sumer (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1969), p. 90. 

13. Gordis, The Song of Songs, p. 84. Further references to Gor¬ 
dis in this chapter are to this book. 

14. See, for example, “The Love Songs and the Song of the 
Harper,” trans. William Kelly Simpson, in Simpson, The Literature 
of Ancient Egypt, pp. 296-325. From New Kingdom love poems spo¬ 
ken by a woman (pp. 302—03): “My brother, my loved one,/my 
heart chases after your love” and “Now must I depart from the 
brother,/and [as I long] for your love,/my heart stands still inside 
me.” From a New Kingdom love poem spoken by a man (p. 310): 
“The love of my sister lies on yonder side ” 

15. Edwin M. Good offers an insightful analysis of the garden 
as an extended metaphor in this poem in “Ezekiel’s Ship: Some Ex¬ 
tended Metaphors in the Old Testament,” Semitics 1 (1970): 93-97. 

16. Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, p. 45. 

17. Noting that “this verse is completely incomprehensible as 
it stands,” Gordis also cites in his commentary (pp. 92-93) the pro¬ 
posed emendations of several other scholars. 

18. Asa poet, I find some consolation in the Japanese principle 
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21. Gershom Scholem, ed., Zohar: The Book of Splendor (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1963), p. 70. 
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